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For Burt: Keeper of my heart.












 




Henrietta knew of the heart as an organ; she privately saw it covered in red plush and believed it could not break, though it might tear.


Elizabeth Bowen, The House in Paris





We insist, it seems, on living.


Virginia Woolf, The Waves
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Chapter 1



Mern


My mother was dead set against me calling her Ma. When the offending sound passed from my lips, she pinched my chin and enunciated very slowly, the way she later talked to her parakeet, Mr. Puccini—“Baby say Mern not Mama. Baby say Mern.” She was hoping, no doubt, that with time and a little encouragement, I might grow into an adaptable companion whose demands were minimal, someone with whom she could discuss Cary Grant’s perfect profile, Shelley Winters’s yen for men.


Mern was different and I was different too. I was the only kid I knew who didn’t have a father. Do you miss him? neighborhood kids would ask. “He’s gone,” I’d say, shrugging. Will you see him again? Why did he leave? “Don’t know,” I’d answer. And I didn’t.


I soon learned about playground cruelty, the broad scope of taunting, school—a place where tedium and terror hunkered side by side. I learned the response of no-response, the Stare-’Em-Down factor, how to hold back tears by pressing my tongue into my palate until my tormentors got bored and skipped off. I kept my distance from games of jump rope and hopscotch, girls in gangs of three or four. Mern signed my report cards each semester without looking at the growing number of checks in the Needs Improvement column, the loopy M in “Mern” sprouting butterfly wings. My mother didn’t care if I memorized the states and their capitals, the names of the presidents, the five biggest rivers in the world, so why should I?


There were no nursery rhymes or bedtime stories at our house, no “Jack Be Nimble” or “Hickory Dickory Dock,” no Sleeping Beauty or Donald Duck, but my mother taught me how to cream anyone at rummy, and I was a whiz at solitaire. As for domesticity, she was allergic to cooking and cleaning, and the naked skin of any fowl made her shudder; she never cooked a turkey in her life. We never had a Christmas tree until Sam moved in, rarely a birthday cake, and only New Year’s Eve was consistently celebrated—with Coke and pretzels for me, rum and Coke and pretzels for Mern, our horoscopes dissected after the sun went down. My mother did not believe in church or religion. Her words: “I’ll believe in God—the Man Upstairs—the day God believes in me.” As for Jesus Christ: “What good is a god that gets himself killed?”


Mern liked to say she was a makeup arteeste, but actually she was a manicureeste. She worked at Annie Stiltz’s beauty shop, wore cat eye glasses with rhinestones at the temples, and studied the lives of movie stars. Her Bibles were Photoplay and Modern Screen. Each month she’d select an actress and alter herself accordingly—Rita H in January, a raven-haired Elizabeth T in March. Lana, Ava, Grace: pageboy, spit curls, French twist. Once, from too much peroxide, her hair turned pea green and fell out. For weeks she wore a kerchief, said she was playing Garbo in Camille. Without adornments she was enough of a blue-eyed beauty to make men spin around and whistle, but this flattery could not be trusted, since men, she said, were about as choosy as goats.


Her oddness clung—to her, to me. It spread over everything like road tar on a summer’s day. She’d have me laughing, then in the next breath demand I quit bugging her. Her mood changes left me puzzled and on guard. Some nights she wept muffled, private sobs. I would have crawled on my knees to comfort her if I hadn’t been afraid she’d freeze me out with a dead-eyed stare.


My mother believed a person’s name was her destiny. “I’m named after a British actress,” she told me, and when I asked if it was Myrna Loy, she threw back her head and laughed with disdain. “I’m no Myrna Loy! Myrna Loy has no pizzazz.” Around the time I was two, I mispronounced my own name, substituting Cissy for Eunice, which I later shortened to CC, initials being more mysterious. Later, when I asked my mother how she’d chosen the name Eunice for me, she recited the moment her finger had landed on it in a book. Mr. Tabachnik, our downstairs landlord, maintained Eunice had noble origins—meaning “victory” in Greek—but usually he called me “Cisskala” or “CC Dumpling,” nicknames that were kisses to my ears.


Mern’s big dream was to go to Hollywood and be discovered by Jack Warner or Louis B. Mayer. The closest she came to Movie Land, however, was the theater a few blocks from us, the Hollywood Cinema. The first time I went with her I was about six; we were going to a matinee of an old movie, a real tearjerker called Portrait of Jennie. “Get ready for Hol-lee-wood,” she said, spiriting me from my bedroom in her cherry toreadors and cardigan with the fake rabbit collar. So vast was my happiness, so intoxicated my senses with the perfumed, blazing sight of her, I forgot to tie my shoes. “Girls out on the town,” my mother sang, grabbing my hand. She hated to be late for the feature: in an instant, storefronts and houses were passing in a blur. The ticket lady let me in for free. Then Mern was dragging me past the astonished usher, up the stairs to the mezzanine, to the box seats, the best seats in the house where a crystal chandelier threw rainbows over our heads. We plunked ourselves down as the houselights dimmed, and Mern leaned over to spill Milk Duds into my hand.


A hush descended, the blue velvet curtain rose, the sheer curtains parted, and the screen came alive. For the next hour and a half, Mern squeezed my pinky until the fat face of Winston Churchill replaced Jennifer Jones. Woken from our trance, we scrambled to the Ladies, a room done up in red brocade with two reclining lounges and marble sinks. Before the hordes barged in, my mother opted for a tufted chair and pulled out her compact, pretending to be a high-society lady powdering her nose.


When I was a bit older, I asked Mern why our little town of Wild Pea, Illinois, had a fancy theater, and she answered it was because of the railroad—vaudeville troupes had once passed through. In those days, the Hollywood had been the Orpheum Theater. Eddie Cantor and Sarah Bernhardt had sung on its stage. The magic’s all gone now, she mourned. Vaudeville was kaput. A few trains still rattled down the tracks, but the passengers were cows.


We stayed for the second showing, our sighs braiding into one. Which was why I dreaded the sound of those final arpeggios. Coats bunched between our knees, we lingered until the credits scrolled down in cursive flourishes. When the lights popped on, Mern’s eyes were ringed with streaky mascara, her lipstick sucked off. Our old familiar selves were waiting in the dusk outside, and we weren’t in a rush to claim them. Mern and Eunice. Eunice and Mern.


When I pestered Mern for details about my absent father, she would alternatively bray and rant unstoppably or get tight-lipped and evasive. “His sweet talk might as well have been poison,” she said. She pulled her shirt into two pointy bosoms, stuck out her tongue, and waggled her behind. “He went for big bazoongies.” But he was a great dancer. Sometimes she’d forget herself and roll those huge blue eyes of hers and gush about the jitterbug contests and smoke-filled roadside bars strung with colored lights. “Frankie used to drive me wild. He had this way of holding me,” she said, closing her eyes, swaying her hips to a radio crooner, her arms circling the waist of my invisible father. I could see them together, Mern and my father, spooning and dipping to Nat King Cole’s “There Will Never Be Another You.”


Wildness must have brought them together, a wildness they counted on to keep them fabulously in love. “He was real bad in a good way,” she’d tell me with a throaty laugh, both of us under the spell of those long-ago nights when the stars pitched a teasing love song. But soon enough, her self-righteous anger would kick in, and the bashing would commence. He couldn’t hold a job. Money slipped through his fingers. She accumulated a litany of complaints, a list of accusations. The bum took money from the mouths of his wife and child, she’d say, and I’d picture Mern and me, doggy-like on our hands and knees, dollar bills clenched in our teeth, my father plucking money from our jaws. This isn’t the life you promised! she must have yelled at him. No cash. No more fun. A kid with a wail like a banshee.


I used to wonder if anyone or anything could have prevented my father from leaving us. I was trying to get an outline of the man, to know his size and shape, the fragrance of his soul. Until I met him in the flesh when I was ten, the picture I had of my father came from a photograph I’d found beneath a tangle of nylons in Mern’s underwear drawer—a lanky, dark-haired guy striking a pose in someone’s yard, his long legs slightly bowed, his thumbs hooked onto his low-slung dungarees. I could see what Mern meant when she said he was movie-star handsome. He had a lady-killer smile that teased the camera up close. I had his dark looks, the heavy chestnut hair, lashes Mern said she’d kill for. My features were exotic, or so she told me, though my chin was too pointy and my hair wouldn’t hold a perm. “You’re like your father in more ways than one,” she remarked, tapping my cheekbones as if she were searching a wall for studs. Evidently Frankie hadn’t loved her the way she’d loved him, and I wondered if every time she saw my face, the calamity of that insult returned. Through the walls of our shared bathroom, I sometimes heard the squeak of the medicine cabinet and Mern rummaging for pills. When she thought I was asleep, she’d sit on the toilet and wail his name.


The Big Bum, she called my daddy. “Let me set the record straight on that Big Bum,” she’d say. “He stranded us when you were a mere squirt in diapers. Up and vamoosed in his goddamn got-no-words-for-it-babe way. No note. Nothing!” He’d left a hundred bucks tied with a white ribbon, five twenties, in a fry pan. My father, it should be noted, had a showman’s touch. The story of his departure grew more elaborate, more pathetic and heartrending with each passing year. Occasionally my mother conceded he had a big heart. Then she’d add he had a Big Something Else, too, and the Big Something Else got him into trouble. “A big something else?” I’d ask, concerned. “Yeah,” Mern would say, her nostrils pinched from despair. “What would you know?” A wave of self-sorrow would sweep over her, and she’d grab at the nearest soft thing, me, and smother my face against her scrawny chest. Beneath her sternum rumbled an impressive pattering: Big Bum or not, she still loved my father and imagined his CinemaScope return.


What does a child know? What does she know for certain? Her name? The names of her parents and family? Her address and telephone number? She knows the way to school and back, the streets of her neighborhood. She knows her birthday, the date and year, the name of the president of the United States, the Pledge of Allegiance, the “Star-Spangled Banner,” the order and names of the months. She knows simple arithmetic, spelling, how to form a perfect cursive e. These are the basics, the facts. She also has learned hunger and sleepiness and boredom, when she is safe and when she’s in danger, the itchy feeling in her body in the presence of a liar, the stiff-tongued ache when she’s the one telling a lie.


For the first ten years of my life, I harbored fantasies about my father. My mind was a movie factory, and all my “What If” stories were full of anguish. What if my father had disappeared because he’d had an accident and couldn’t remember who he was and was wandering from city to city, his family in Wild Pea wiped from his brain? What if, right after I was born, he discovered he had a fatal disease and, not wanting us to see him suffer, left without explaining? It wasn’t until he came back that day in June that I recognized the misguided bent of my imagination. My father wasn’t sick, and he obviously wasn’t dead, but he was also not the bogeyman Mern claimed him to be. Inside the bad father, the object of Mern’s snide remarks, I discovered another person whose existence she was ignorant of. My Frankie didn’t have a vicious bone in his body. He only pretended to prefer sexy blondes because that’s who real American men were supposed to like. Deep down, My Frankie yearned for someone worthy to share his love. Once upon a time, before she’d become her full-fledged Mernself, when she was Grandma Sophie Sunny Polestar’s daughter, a teenager in bobby socks, brushing her hair a hundred strokes before she went to bed, my mother had been that person. Once upon a time, she’d been my father’s chosen, and for a single day in my childhood, I’d been his chosen too.


On that Saturday, the thirteenth of June 1953, I had a date with Mr. Tabachnik to listen to his favorite opera singer, Caruso. Opera was a great artistic tradition, a true expression of human dignity, Mr. Tabachnik believed, and if I wanted to grow up to be a mensch, I should know opera. Mr. Tabachnik exalted in my education. In the sunlit kingdom of his kitchen, he’d put a hand on my shoulder. “Take it from your old friend Tabachnik, Cisskala. You got an A-plus-plus mind.” I was a “schmarty,” he said, which was different from being a smarty-pants, and I owed it to myself to not goof off in school. Education was worth more than gold. I understood that Mr. Tabachnik wanted something for me, though I couldn’t say what; that he believed in my potential made me eager to try. With his encouragement, I read all his encyclopedias, starting with aardvark. Africa was a great continent “shrouded by a veil of ignorance and mystery.” Atomic energy was “the promise of tomorrow.” I’d just turned ten, and during my hours with Mr. Tabachnik I read, I dreamed—we discussed.


My mother wondered what the hell I did down there with the old man, but I just shrugged. Once, when I thought she might even be jealous of my friendship with him, she accused Mr. Tabachnik of being a Russian spy. Of course she was dead wrong. His eyes watered behind thick lenses, and he was deaf in one ear. How could an Old World gentleman who wore bedroom slippers and soft gray sweaters all year round be a spy? In his youth, he’d confessed, he’d ridden freights from the East Coast to Chicago to get away from a situation. Chicago had a big opera house where he could live his dream and join an actors’ guild and maybe write a play or two, but by a twist of fate he’d ended up in Wild Pea.


At ten o’clock, our prearranged time, I knocked on Mr. Tabachnik’s door. He’d been working in the garden and the smell of sun and earth mingled with his sweat. His roses had magical names, which he trilled off in a list—Jeanne D’Arcy, Belle Amour—roses he was rescuing from extinction.


“Cisskala Dumpling,” he said, wringing his hands, “have I got something for you! Come. Make yourself at home.” He pulled me forward into the stifling apartment, opening the drapes he kept closed until I arrived.


“Sit, sit,” he said, indicating one of the deep maroon chairs that matched the faded Persian carpet and the ruby cut-glass decanter on the sideboard that never held a drop of wine. To accommodate my size, Mr. Tabachnik always bolstered my chair with a bed pillow and set out the usual glasses of weak tea, two sugar cubes apiece, and a single spear of pickle on a plate, pickles he knew I loved.


The Victrola sat on a nearby table. Its long arm rested in a metal clasp. Mr. Tabachnik lifted the arm, rubbed his thumb over the needle to clear away fuzz, then carefully shook the record from its paper sleeve and lowered the platter onto the platform. The needle made a dull scratchy sound. “Listen, Cisskala, you’ll hear for yourself, the greatest tenor who ever lived.”


We sat facing each other, our necks arched against tattered doilies. Mr. T closed his eyes and insisted I shut mine: the street noises receded, and I tried to concentrate. I listened hard. Inside the music I heard weeping, anger, shame; then the dark, foreign power of Caruso’s voice invaded me. I recognized the truth when I heard it—not the words but its sound. Something heavy was being chased away off my chest and something else was unlocking. My foot stopped jiggling, the itch behind my knee where the scratchy nap of the upholstery pressed against my skin stopped itching, and I sank farther into the chair. Behind my eyes I saw a mountain range, pure and lonely, and I knew it was part of the truth too. A noise came out of my throat, a warm sound trying to blend with Caruso’s. Mr. T’s head jerked off the doily, and he thrust an accusatory finger to his lips. My tongue froze; my mouth snapped shut. “You think this is Mr. Ted Mack’s Amateur Hour, young lady!” I slunk down into my chair. Rigoletto! Mr. Tabachnik closed his eyes again and Caruso finished the aria. The needle went around and around in the last groove. Mr. Tabachnik stuck his feet into his bedroom slippers and shuffled to the record player, tousling my hair as he passed. Next was Caruso singing from Pagliacci. Such is the lesson that life teaches us, he said. A clown’s face can’t mask the sadness beneath.


When our listening hour ended, Mr. Tabachnik returned the records to their covers with the same care he’d used removing them. “Such beauty from such an instrument!” I should pay attention. In Caruso’s mouth each word was fondled and caressed. I might not understand Italian, but it didn’t matter because Enrico Caruso sang from the source of all languages, which was no less than the human heart. This was how Mr. Tabachnik spoke when he wanted to convey the grandness of things: no less than the human heart. “Terrible things happen to people,” he said, the lines in his face deepening, “but from the terrible, beautiful can come.” That was opera, and Caruso was a genius of grief. Mr. Tabachnik placed a trembling hand on the crown of my head and bent to kiss me. Out of the ugly and terrible comes beauty. I shouldn’t forget it, he said.


The doorbell rang once. Silence, then three loud raps. “Your mother’s expecting someone?” Mr. Tabachnik inquired from the kitchen. He liked to know who was coming and going in our lives. Again, three knocks by an impatient fist. Upstairs, our door scraped open, and Mern’s wedgies clumped down the steps. Mr. Tabachnik and I blinked at each other. A man began to laugh. It was the laugh I’d heard a thousand times in my dreams. We heard Mern exclaim, “Holy moly! Frankie?”


“She knows him?” Mr. Tabachnik said, ear cocked.


My heart jumped like a frog in my chest. I pushed my knuckles into my mouth. The man laughed again. I told Mr. Tabachnik I had to go. He stooped to kiss me, his brows knitted with concern. If there was trouble, I should come right back.


“There won’t be any trouble.” I was mad with glee. “My daddy’s home.”















Chapter 2



Dupere


The door to our flat was wide open. A man was in the kitchen with Mern leaning against the refrigerator.


“Daddy!” I cried, the ridiculous word I’d never before uttered spilling from my mouth.


Mern said, “Well, it ain’t Amos and it ain’t Andy…”


“Bunny!” my father said.


In person, my father was even better-looking than the purloined photo from Mern’s underwear drawer. Big dark eyes. My dark eyes. A smile I couldn’t help smiling back at.


“Her name is Eunice,” my mother corrected. “Or maybe you’ve forgotten?” She was backed up against the sink in her pink quilted robe, her hair still in curlers, smoking.


“I haven’t forgotten,” my father said, “but she’s not Eunice to me.”


I had halted several feet from him, my eyes glued to his face, my heart socking me in the chest. Mern glared at me. I’m warning you.


“It’s okay, sweetheart,” the most handsome man in the world said. “I won’t bite. Don’t be afraid.” Hiking up his chinos, he crouched and welcomed me into his arms. Though his nearness made me dizzy, I let myself be hugged. And then I was hugging back with all my might, clasping him around the neck, taking in the unfamiliar smells. Hair tonic and aftershave. I felt the pressure of his hand on my back—my father’s hand —and nuzzled closer. He laughed deep in his throat. I knew I was supposed to hate him, but how could I hate the way his arm coiled around my waist, the way he planted his lips on my forehead as if he’d never been gone and had every right in the world to kiss his daughter?


Mern roared from across the room, “Jesus Christ! Go ahead and break her heart, Frank. It’s what you do so well.”


My father’s embrace loosened. In a voice that could rule the universe, he asked me to be the judge. “You don’t believe her, do you? You know I wouldn’t hurt you.”


I nodded slowly, thinking she’d been lying about him. He did love me!


He lifted a strand of hair off my face and smoothed it behind my ear. “You’re the spitting image of my mother when she was a girl.” I was so close I could see the teeth marks of his comb along his part. I could see a tiny white scar in the middle of one of his eyebrows where the hairs had stopped growing. He asked me how old I was, and when I told him, he whistled. “Time sure flies.” I allowed him to stroke my cheek, breathing in his fumes like I couldn’t get enough of them. “Pretty baby,” he said.


“That’s enough, Mr. Charming,” Mern snarled, advancing on us as if I were in immediate and grave danger. “Who do you think you are coming here like this? We don’t hear one lousy word from you in ten years, and then one morning you wake up and decide you want to see your kid, and you come busting into our lives like nothing ever happened?”


Next to me my father unfolded his long spine, vertebra by vertebra, and stood up, his every movement a revelation.


“It’s not fair,” my mother said.


My father looked insulted. “Hey, Noodle, I thought you’d be pleased to see me. Both of you.”


His honeyed tone filled my head. Why did my mother have to spoil things?


“All right, maybe I should have called to warn you I was coming, but I figured you’d hang up.” He brushed his pompadour back from his forehead, his eyes soliciting Mern’s forgiveness. “I was right, too, wasn’t I? You’d have hung up?” His grin was luxurious. He strode over to my mother, his body giving off fierce heat like the sun on a winter’s morning as he passed.


Mern put up her hands. There was pain in her eyes, but also pleading edged with a flirty dare. “Don’t come near me. I’m not your Noodle anymore.” Some of her rollers had come loose, and she pulled out the rest and fluffed her curls. Glossy, toffee-colored waves rippled down her neck. My father’s smile broadened. “Still playing hard to get, Noodle?” He asked if she remembered the first time he’d ever called her that. She tossed her head in a moment of pretend anger. “Only a rotten traitor would bring that up at a time like this.” He laughed, catching the meaning of her pout. “You always were gorgeous when you got angry.” My mother looked at her hands, then back at him. She padded to the kitchen table and sat down. My father followed and sat next to her. He picked up a pack of Camels and shook out two cigarettes. She took the cigarette and gave him a crooked smile. My father hovered closer, flipping open his lighter and cupping the flame. My mother dipped her head, inhaling in a long draught. Silently I cheered: Kiss, kiss!


“That’s an expensive lighter,” Mern said, drawing back. “Things must be good, huh?”


“Can’t complain,” my father said.


She looked down at his cowboy boots embossed with tiny hearts. “Those real leather?” Her voice had grown tight again. Wary. The enchantment had vanished. Mern blew smoke at the ceiling. “I can’t believe it’s been ten years. Christ!”


Leaning forward, my father pushed a ringlet behind my mother’s ear, his lips inches from the lobe. “Tell me there isn’t some place inside you that isn’t happy I’m here.” His finger drew small circles on the back of her hand. My mother did not move but watched his mouth, waiting for his next words. His fingers moved to the cavity between her collarbones, a private spot she dabbed with perfume. “You always did say no when you meant yes,” he said, and even I knew it was a cunning thing to say. Mern’s face colored. “Stay for lunch, Frankie?” She glanced over at me. “Eunice, don’t you have something to do in your bedroom?”


I shook my head.


“Hey, Bunny!” my father said, turning to me in his chair. “You’re so quiet over there I almost forgot you were around.” His scrutiny electrified me. Mern got up to fill the kettle and grab some beers. My father pointed to his lap. “Come over here and tell me about yourself.”


I went over, cautiously.


“In case you’re wondering,” he said, continuing to look at me but addressing Mern who carried in two foaming mugs, “I’m here on account of Bunny. Thought she might want to meet her old man. I had a little time on my hands so… I didn’t want her to grow up thinking I was a loser.”


Mern’s head shot up. “For Eunice?” she said. “You came back because of Eunice?”


My father tugged his ear and didn’t say anything.


“You can’t come back after all this time, like nothing happened, like you’re some kind of hero or something. What about me? How about an apology?”


My father ignored this last part. Twisting around to look at me, his lips parted in a dazzling smile. “You’re happy to see me, aren’t you, Bunny?” To my mother he said, “Let the kid speak for herself.”


Mern wiped her hands on her robe and came over to me. “She can’t speak for herself. She’s just a kid. My kid, as a matter of fact.” Her fingers dug into my shoulder. Everything was all ruined now.


“Your kid?” my father said. “You had some help, you know. You’re not exactly the Virgin Mary.”


“And you’re not exactly Santa Claus,” my mother said. She let go of me and began to move away, looking around the kitchen, uncertain of what to do next. She went back to the sink and ran herself a glass of water. She didn’t want him to leave. I saw this clearly. Neither one of us hated him, and neither one of us wanted him to leave.


My father seemed more amused than upset. “Don’t be mad, Noodle. Listen, why don’t you and I go out, have something to eat, drink, you know, have a little reunion? That’s not against the law, is it? Eunice can stay here till we get back.” He got up and began to massage her shoulders. Mern closed her eyes, letting herself melt into his touch. “You wouldn’t mind that, would you, Bunny? Your mother and me going out for old times’ sake?” My mother lowered her head to expose her nape.


They’ll both leave me now, I thought. They want to be together without me. I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out.


“Okay, then,” Mern said, a little tipsy from his touch. Blowing me a kiss, she headed for the bedroom to change her clothes. My father came over and held my hand. “I knew I could count on you, Bunny.” He started to sing. “Beautiful, beautiful brown eyes.” Someone had sung that to me long, long ago.


After the two of them left, I got into bed and hugged my pillow. It was midday, but it might as well have been midnight. I was alone and nothing made sense. Why did he leave us? Why isn’t Mern mad anymore? Did he love me when I was a baby? Now that he’s back, will he stay? Eventually the questions trailed off. I heard the love duet from Rigoletto floating up from Mr. Tabachnik’s. I could go downstairs, but I wasn’t ready to tell Mr. Tabachnik about my father. I wanted to keep him secret, separate. For a short time, I played cat’s cradle with a piece of string, listening to invisible birds laughing in the big tree outside. Hours later, my parents returned, jabbering as if they’d never been apart. Mern came into my room, and I waited for her to say, What the heck are you doing in bed in the middle of the afternoon? But instead, she just stood there grinning and twisting her shoulders back and forth, music playing in her head. She had gone out in her Joan Crawford dress with the big padded shoulders and jacket that was now buttoned wrong, and there was lipstick smeared on her front tooth. My father bounded through the doorway holding a box from Lane’s Bakery.


“Bunny,” he said. “Don’t look so worried. You’ll get wrinkles before your time.” I took the box and pulled off the string. One cupcake was frosted pink, the other chocolate. “Thank you,” I said. I felt sick to my stomach. Mern had gone into the living room. From the edge of my bed, I could see her flopped on the couch. “It’s only a paper moon,” she sang with her eyes closed. My father laughed. “When she’s not a nag, your mother’s a barrel of fun.” He offered his hand and helped me up. “The rest of the day is for you.” He kissed my cheek.


“You’re not leaving?”


He reeled back, affecting a hurt look. “What a question!”


“What are you two up to?” Mern called from the couch.


I got out of bed and followed my father into the living room. Mern looked me over and yawned. It was long past lunchtime, and I wondered if she’d ask if I’d eaten anything, though I was not surprised when she did not. My father went off to the bathroom. Mern crooked a conspiratorial finger at me. “He cares about us, kiddo. He really does. He told me he’s turned over a new leaf.”


What leaf, exactly, had been turned? I wondered. My father came back into the room, and she put her finger to her lips.


“You and I are going on an adventure,” he said, and in one smooth motion, he gripped my waist and swung me above his head. He had it all planned. We were going to an amusement park, just the two of us, and we wouldn’t come home till stars lit the sky. The train that would take us to Oceanside was one of the few passenger trains that still came through Wild Pea. He knew where the station was and knew the schedule; he’d been to this amusement park when he was a boy, and now he was going to take his best gal.


We hustled past Wagner’s pharmacy, past the Laundromat, past George’s Florist. Without knowing it, I’d been longing my entire life for the simple pleasure of strolling down the street with my father. The extraordinariness of the event was lost on passersby who smiled vaguely at what must have seemed our ordinary happiness. Only the motherless and fatherless would have noticed my rapture. It was early June, the trees lining the sidewalk standing like tall girls with identical bouffant hairdos. My mother’s grousings echoed in my head, but I now dismissed them, the past sucked back into a vapor of forgetfulness, the clap of the sun on our faces undeniably real.


Inside the station, my father bought tickets, and we went back into the brightness to wait on the platform. A couple kissed openly, and several teenage boys pretended not to watch. My father asked if I had a boyfriend, and I almost said, You! “Well, let me tell you something, Bunny. Guys are going to be crazy for you. Trust me. Don’t give your heart away to the wrong son of a b.” He squinted down and examined my features for the nth time that day. “You sure are a chip off the old block, aren’t you?” I shrugged. He looked at the sky. “What a knockout of a day! You won’t forget today, will you?” A cloud covered the sun. The light dulled and a shadow crossed our faces. I imagined his life of beautiful women, palm trees, yachts, the life of a movie star, the life Mern craved for herself instead of being stuck with me. A girl resembling Patti Page asked my father for a light, their eyes exchanging a momentary spark, and his fingers loosened from mine. A portion of my joy split off and blew away. Suave —that was the word my mother called him.


My father looked at his watch. The train was late. “Do you have any hobbies?” he asked casually.


I was ashamed to say I read encyclopedias in bed at night. “Baseball,” I said.


My father grinned. “No kidding? Me too! That’s my girl!”


Pride raced through me. We were alike. We liked baseball. We talked about Mickey the Great and Stan the Man. I told him I collected baseball cards. Which cards did I own? All the big names, except Whitey Ford. I wasn’t a stupid girly girl. He bobbed his head, impressed. Then we got onto animals, which ones we liked best. I told him I wished I had a horse. I hadn’t known I wanted a horse until it came out of my mouth, and then I felt I couldn’t live without one. He leaned down from his great height to fix the shoulder strap of my red purse, which Mern had packed with Lorna Doones. “A girl like you deserves a horse,” he said, my own self reflected in his dark eyes. He said he wished he had all the money in the world to buy me a horse and anything else I wanted. Removing a dollar bill from his pocket, he folded it in half and put it in my hand. “For your horse, Bunny,” he said. “The first of many dollar bills from your father.”


A few seconds later, the train rolled in. The black engine had a toot-toot whistle and a smokestack that spouted gray smoke. A storybook train. With the aid of the conductor, I climbed the steep metal steps, recalling the newspaper article Mern had recently read to me about a train accident that had killed a pack of Cub Scouts from Des Moines. She kept a scrapbook of disaster articles.


Our coach number was 4725. The seats were brown leather, two across. They held the depressions of departed bodies. I sat by the window behind a girl who cracked her gum. “We’re going to have a fantastic time,” my father said after we’d settled ourselves. “The best you’ve ever had.” He took my hand and tossed it between his two, like an India rubber ball. The floor shimmied under us as the train lurched forward. The couplings clanked, the cars jiggled, and then the train assumed a steady rhythm, the station disappearing from sight.


Whole worlds raced by—shingled houses with screened porches, factories, empty schoolyards. Through a window, a man in an undershirt crouched in front of an open refrigerator. A woman watered pots of geraniums on her sill. I put my head against my father’s shoulder. There was no need to talk. I watched my face watching me as we entered a tunnel, a ghostly moon in the dark glass. When we popped out into daylight, my father asked if I had any nicknames. I told him what Mr. Tabachnik called me; I told him what I called myself. “Your mother named you,” he said. “Nothing personal but I never liked the name. I said to her, ‘Eunice, for crissake! That’s an old lady’s name. You can’t name a baby Eunice. She’ll hate us.’ But you know how stubborn your mother is.” He studied my face for confirmation. I eased my hand out of his and put it into my own lap. The way he was talking about my mother made me uncomfortable. “Another thing about her,” he said. “She’s heavy on demands, like she’s entitled to get whatever she wants. Ever notice that?”


My father rested his hand on my knee. “You can tell me, Bunny. It’ll be confidential. You’re old enough to understand certain things. See, I want to set the record straight.” He winked and squeezed my knee. “Let’s admit it. Mern’s bossy. Selfish too. A leopard can’t change its spots, sweetheart.”


I listened without saying much. I was modeling myself on Lauren Bacall in Dark Passage, practicing being the kind of woman a man could tell his secrets to without feeling betrayed.


The train slackened as we approached a meadow dusted with amber light. The sun was in the west, going down behind some trees. I put on a pair of Mickey Mouse sunglasses and turned away. My father searched his pocket for our tickets as the conductor proceeded down the aisle. After they were punched, he placed the yellow stubs in my hand. “There! A souvenir. From your old man. So you won’t forget.” I put them in my purse with the folded dollar. We were passing field after field of nothing but green nubs of corn. My father said, “What does she say about me?”


I had to think quickly. “She says you’re a good dancer.”


He scratched his chin. “True, true,” he said. “What else does she say?”


My mind went blank. I couldn’t think of a thing except Big Bum. The Big Bum. My father pulled out a package of Life Savers and offered me one. I picked a cherry Life Saver and sucked furiously.


“She blames me for all her unhappiness, doesn’t she? Probably told you I have a bad temper, and I drink too much.”


I stared into my lap and wished he would quit questioning me.


“Silence speaks louder than words,” he said wistfully. “A woman like your mother can’t be made happy. I did what I could. Remember that.”


The train was pulling into a station. A small crowd of smiling, scrubbed faces waited under the portico of a redbrick building.


“I wish you never left,” I said. But my father didn’t seem to hear. He was staring out the window with a fixed expression. “She wants to make us enemies, Bunny, but we won’t let her, will we?”


Resentment gathered in my throat, constricting my breath. He wanted me to like him more than I liked my mother. My mother wasn’t perfect, but at least she hadn’t run away. Some passengers boarded, entering our coach and making a bit of a ruckus. I saw only happy mothers and happy fathers with happy children. I watched them move down the aisle, deciding on seats. I touched my father’s arm and smiled with every ounce of love I could muster.


When we arrived, the sun was no longer visible, and the air was dusty blue cut by streamers of pink-edged clouds. My father and I joined a pocket of people pushing toward the amusement park, which was all lit up a short distance away. The smallest children clutched their mothers’ skirts, their faces throbbing with glee. My father bent down and asked if I wanted something to eat. I shook my head. My body felt warm and content, as though I’d filled myself with food and laughter and could rest easily in the after-sensation of their pleasure. I raised my nose to the wind and smelled big water nearby. Above, keen-eyed gulls with a pharaoh’s profile wheeled in the sky. Every few minutes, one would make a spectacular dive, then ascend with something in its beak. My father hoisted me onto his shoulders, and I spread my arms wide and flapped away like a regular old seabird, the sounds and lights from the amusement park carrying us along.


As we approached the cyclone fence, Frankie let me down from his shoulders. Moms and pops and kids crowded near the entrance. The neon, the show tunes, the colors and smells wove an exquisite pattern, a quilt with a red star of sound, a navy rosette of twilight, and yellow piping all around. Frankie held my hand tightly as we paid the entrance fee and passed through the gate. “See the pyramids along the Nile,” he sang.


But something was wrong. Above the gate, the entrance sign did not say Oceanside. It said LAKEVIEW AMUSEMENT PARK.


“I thought we were going to Oceanside,” I said.


My father shook his head and laughed, a curtain of dark hair flying away from his eyes. His teeth were as white as the gulls. “I did say Oceanside, didn’t I?” His smile wasn’t quite sincere. “Yeah, well, I wanted you to be excited.” He cuffed my shoulder and fended off my protest. “What’s the difference anyway—Oceanside, Lakeview? Lake Michigan is big enough to be an ocean, so that’s all that counts.”


I looked at him hard in case I’d missed something, but my father just beamed his smile. Of course I knew we lived in the Middle West, far from any ocean. Oceanside. The word had held a promise, and I felt cheated.


We proceeded into the glittering, spinning world, and my mood changed. An avenue of hot dog and popcorn stands faced us, a truck with a taffy-making machine, a booth that sold beer and soda pop. Next to these were open tents housing the games of chance. To the right, at some distance, the skeleton of the huge Ferris wheel stood against the sky, its hundreds of tiny pink lights tinting the air. The roller coaster rumbled, accompanied by shrieks of terror and delight. I gripped my father’s hand.


In front of the games of chance, a boardwalk of gray-planked wood ran the length of the beach. My father bought us hot dogs, which we ate standing up, and then he bought a bag of peanuts to feed the pigeons perched on the boardwalk railing. In front of a bingo tent, my daddy said, “Watch this,” and held out his nut-filled hands. Pigeons began dropping from the air. There stood my father haloed by the last golden threads of light, a chorus line of pigeons sidestepping down his arms. He shook his shoulders, and the birds jumped into the air like kites caught by a sudden wind. I could feel him watch me watching the pigeons disperse. “You got quite a mug on you,” he said, his jaw stuck out with pride. He told me a story about when Mern was pregnant with me and how one night she woke him up crying and said the baby hadn’t moved all day. She was afraid it was dead. “So I pulled back the covers and placed my hands on her stomach. ‘Come on, kid,’ I coached. ‘Give your old man a somersault.’ That was you I was talking to. I put my mouth to her belly button and whispered, ‘Hey, baby, don’t be afraid. It’s going to be okay out here.’ ” My father clutched my shoulders. “Damn if you didn’t start your gymnastics again, kicking your mother for all get-out. Damn,” he said, running his hand over my cheek. “Damn if I don’t remember everything about that night.”


We had time for only a few games, a few rides, my father said. A wind came up off the lake, bringing with it the faintest odor of fish. I thought I heard the train’s double whistle, but it might have been music from one of the rides or the midget who sold beaded Indian belts and played his flute. My father smoked a cigarette. The smoke rose into the violet twilight. I tried to follow the thread of smoke to see where it became soft bluish air, but it simply disappeared. He crushed his cigarette and held out his hand. “Come on. Let’s go.”


We climbed into a pair of bumper cars. Night was falling all around us, and I had the distinct feeling I’d been lifted onto a bright stage in a darkened theater. Nothing seemed to exist beyond our lit-up platform, the honky-tonk music, and the slashes of colored lights that now whirled across our faces. My father had to double up, knees to chest, to fit inside his kid-sized seat. Suddenly there was a jerk and our bumper cars came alive. My father waved his free arm and yelled, “I’m going to getcha.” His car zigzagged across the vinyl floor, coming at me head-on. My hands went slick on the plastic wheel. I floored the pedal, and then we were chasing into each other, my father shouting, “Here I come,” or “Bombs away,” every jolting bump of our rubber fenders as thrilling as a kiss from my handsome father.


We hit the Ferris wheel next, all lit up like a giant clock ticking in the evening sky. My father marveled at its construction, at the brilliance of a man named Ferris who’d adapted the design from a bicycle wheel. My father knew about such things, strange and useful things pertaining to mechanics. Just because I was a girl, he said, was no reason I shouldn’t have an erector set. He’d get me one. Someday he’d teach me to use a hammer, a plumb line, a miter box, a saw. Someday. When it was our turn to board, the man lifted the bar and held the seat steady. The metal was cold against the back of my thighs. My father looked down at my bare legs and frowned. “Doesn’t your mother know how to dress you?” he said, rubbing my legs to warm them.


The Ferris wheel lifted us from the earth into the sky, where the air was even cooler and darker, and the stars were distant jewels whose nearness fell away once we swung over the top. The lake stretched out midnight blue, a silvery thread of moonlight across its surface. Beyond that was pure blackness. I uttered a cry as my stomach dropped, and the breath flew out of me. My father’s right arm tightened around my shoulder. He squeezed my hand. I squeezed back. I’ll never let him go, I thought.


The sign MR. DUPERE ESQ.: FAMOUS FROZEN CUSTARD blazed bright yellow neon at the end of the midway. Under it was a billboard with a picture of a cone topped with a huge swirl of vanilla custard. Behind the counter, a man was fussing with his malt machine. He had a flat face with a very black, very thin handlebar mustache, the edges of which were waxed and curled at the tip. He spoke with an accent that afterward my father said was French Canuck. The owner’s name was Denis Dupere, and he gave us cones with extra toppings. When we’d walked a few paces from his booth, my father and I laughed and held our fingers under our noses to imitate Denis Dupere’s mustache.


“Chocolate or vanilly?” my father said in a froufrou French accent.


“Chocolate or vanilly?” I imitated.


My father pinched his nose and responded nasally, “Monsieur Dew-Pear to you.” And that’s when I stopped calling my father Frankie and started calling him Dupere.


When we finished our cones, I knew we’d have to be heading back. I could feel the abysmal pressure of loss coming over me, like the uneasiness before a storm, before the clouds bunched together and rolled down so close to the ground you could swear they weighed a ton. Before the thunder and the lightning you counted off for, then held your breath. When everything on earth sank into its own density, and the sky deepened several hues.


I tried to think of what I could do to forestall leaving Lakeview, like wrapping my arms around my daddy’s knees and not letting him move. I pretended to get a speck of sand in my eye. My father knew I was acting. Snapping his green varsity jacket around me for warmth, he scooped me up onto his shoulders and carried me silently back to the train station. The air had a chilling bite and my legs prickled with cold. Lake and sky formed a single curtain of darkness. I looked back at the lights of the Ferris wheel. They seemed to touch the top of the sky, where a few more stars blinked their presence. I wondered if I was in a dream and if I would wake up in my own bed, smelling Mern’s overstuffed ashtrays and bacon frying.


“Sleepy?” my father asked. We sat down on a bench outside the train station. “I have a secret,” he said, snuggling close, and when I asked, “What?” he whispered, “I’ve got a crush on you.” Under the harsh electric lights, my father’s face looked as if something essential had drained out of it, something I couldn’t name then, but I saw the remorse.


“Am I what you expected?” he asked quietly.


“Better,” I said.


Mern was waiting up for us. She seemed jittery, pushing at her eyeglasses, full of quickly disappearing smiles. When we came in, she hugged me with all her strength and kissed the top of my head, something she never did. “You’re back! You two were gone a long time. Jeez!” When she let me go, I didn’t know whether to stand next to her or go over to my father. We moved in a pack into the living room, Dupere boasting about what a good time we’d had. Mern listened expectantly, as if any moment he was going to compliment her for doing a good job of raising me. While we were gone, she’d tidied the place. A bowl of pretzel sticks sat on Grandma’s pine chest. I knew that they were fresh and that she’d gone to the market, because all the pieces weren’t broken.


Dupere glanced at his watch. Mern blew a raspberry at him. “Bet you all had fun. Don’t expect me to be the old maid next time!” She lit a cigarette from the tip of another. Dupere pushed his hands into his pockets. A second later, he shook them out and cracked his knuckles. He wasn’t the same person he’d been earlier. My mother watched him with a sardonic little twist of a smile. Finally she told me to go to bed. I looked at Dupere for help, but his eyes skittered from mine. He wasn’t thinking about me anymore. I got up and went over and stood in front of him. “We had a good time, didn’t we?”


He put his hand on my head. “Sure thing, Bunny,” he said. No more dazzling smile.


“G’night,” I said, just barely controlling myself from locking my arms around his legs. At the last minute I stammered, “Y-you won’t forget about the horse?”


Mern glared at my father. “What did you promise her, Frankie?”


My father ignored her. “Hey! I won’t forget about the horse.” He hesitated a moment before giving me a hug.


In my room, I put the yellow ticket stub and my horse money in the Whitman’s Sampler tin. My room was chilly. I pulled up my covers and closed my eyes. I saw my parents in a field, tipsy with love, dancing to bluesy horns. Through the haze, a Ferris wheel was spinning toward them. In the top seat, a man resembling my father swung dangerously in the wind. When I opened my eyes, night had become day, a radiant, sunshiny day. I threw off my sheet and rushed into the kitchen. This was the first morning of my new life.


Mern was sitting at the table. Her eyes looked as if she’d put drops of iodine in them. Crumpled tissues sat in a heap next to an ashtray filled with a million butts. She spoke without looking at me, the sound of her voice like that of a person on death row.


“He didn’t even stay the night. Didn’t even have the courage to say good-bye to you. The shit. The bastard.” She started to cry. Every cell in my body knew it was true. Even as he’d said, “You’re my Bunny!” and promised me a horse, I knew he was going to leave again. If he walked back into our flat in the next minute, I’d probably run to him, at the mercy of his white teeth and dark eyes, but we weren’t enough to keep him. I’d heard that lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice, but that was a lie. My father was like one of those comets that whizzed by every hundred years. His light had vanished from our earth. I looked up at the calendar next to the sink and memorized the date. Sunday, June 14, 1953 —the Second Time My Father Leaves Us.















Chapter 3



Overnighters


My mother had driven my father away. Of this I was sure. The shithead, she said. F’ing creep. If I defended him, I got blasted: Eunice, you are a traitor to the cause. If I covered my ears, she slapped my hands away. “Pay attention, kiddo, or you’ll fall for a louse like him.” Forget about the horse he promised. “Your father’s as close as you’ll get to a horse—a horse’s ass!” Nevertheless, I waited for a sign that would let me know my daddy hadn’t forsaken me. I refused to acknowledge it to her, but as the weeks passed, I suspected my mother was right: Frankie was a rat fink, a womanizer, and a deceiver; he played the horses and ran with the mob. Or the taunt that burrowed into the heart of my heart: he had another family he stashed somewhere that he loved more. Mr. Tabachnik offered his own pearls. “A man such as your papa is not worthy of calling himself a man.” Over such a person, my heart would shrivel to a wasteland of sorrow.


Mern’s unhappiness was my unhappiness, and there was no escaping it. The Man Upstairs didn’t give a shit, she said, hoping to spark a revelation in me. “Where did you come from?” she’d say when she failed to incite me against my father, when her tirades fizzled into an uneasy standoff that might, in the world of her topsy-turvy emotions, send her into my bed that night. What she simply didn’t understand was that we both loved Frankie and we both wanted him back and that every poisoned arrow she shot at him hit me in the gut.


I thought her ranting would go on forever, but about a year after my daddy left us, she said she’d be damned if she was going to let the bum ruin her life. To celebrate the Fourth of July, Mern bought sparklers and mint ice cream, and when the sky grew lustrously black, she went downstairs and invited Mr. Tabachnik to join us. “So. Misery takes a holiday, just like that!” Mr. Tabachnik said. Mern bowed her head and stared at her sandaled feet. She least of all could predict her moods.


In the garden we set the lawn chairs in a circle and dished ice cream into Dixie Cups. Mern lit a cigarette. A sweetness lifted from the roses, and in the deep twilight, wearing her new red kimono with the dragon on the back, she could have passed for one of our movie heroines. Annie had dyed Mern’s hair platinum, and in her Marilyn Monroe do, without makeup and glasses, she looked untroubled and innocent, the way Marilyn might have looked when she was still Norma Jeane. My mother began to sing, “Home, home on the range.” Her voice was strong and pure and lovely. Mr. Tabachnik took off his spectacles and wiped them with the corner of his sweater. The booms began before we saw the sky blow open with light and dazzle. Mern’s hand searched for mine in the dark, and a tear leaked from my eye. That night she let me climb into her bed, and I slept against the curve of her belly, her breath making wet patches behind my ear.


Annie continued to drop over and console Mern about Frankie. Annie was my mother’s best and only friend, and Mern and I adored her. Whenever I visited the shop, Annie set down her scissors and made a fuss. “Why, you can’t be Eunice,” she’d say. “Why, I thought you were Elizabeth Taylor!” She’d turn to my mother. “Mern, this doll-baby is growing up much too fast!” Mern called Annie buxom, which meant she was reassuringly sturdy, if slightly masculine, but not flabby or fat. What cemented their friendship was a wicked sense of humor and an attitude of being different from the rest of the “cows.” Annie’s father had been a policeman who’d cracked a couple of skulls, including Annie’s, and Mern hinted that now Annie didn’t like men. Occasionally Annie accompanied us to the Hollywood Cinema, sleeping over afterward on the scratchy couch. In the morning, my mother and Annie enjoyed picking apart the cosmetic mistakes of the stars. One Friday night toward the end of summer, we had just gotten back from seeing a rerun of The Reckless Moment, a juicy murder story starring Joan Bennett, and Annie brought up my father. Where did Mern think he was? “Rotting in hell,” my mother said, shuffling a deck of cards.


“Any man will trample you, if you give him half a chance,” Annie said.


My mother sighed. “In a perfect world, women could have flings, just like men, and not be strung up for them.”


Annie wrinkled her brows and thought for a moment. “In a perfect world, flings wouldn’t be flings, but every single time would be real love.”


My mother laughed. “Real love? Too exhausting!”


Annie shook her head. “But what a perfect way to die!”


“In a perfect world,” my mother continued, staring at the ceiling where a fly was walking upside down, “I could afford anything I wanted and wouldn’t have to slave night and day.”


“Amen,” Annie said solemnly. “In a perfect world, that would be true.” She turned to me. “What do you think about all this, pal? What would be a perfect world for you?” she said, slapping her paw over the nine of clubs I’d just drawn.


I felt my mother’s eyes on me. “In a perfect world, there’d be nothing to wish for because everything would be so perfect.” My mother breathed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t brought up my father.


“In a perfect world, you could eat chocolate cake for every meal and not get fat,” Annie said, blowing out her cheeks.


“Bingo!” my mother said. “And in a perfect world, liquor wouldn’t make you drunk and cigarettes wouldn’t give you bad breath and a cough.”


“In a perfect world, there’d be no such thing as constipation.”


“No varicose veins either,” my mother said, sliding her hand down her calf.


“No hemorrhoids or arthritis, bleeding gums, no losing teeth. Who wants to be Betty Crocker when you can be Betty Bacall!”


Their rummy game was losing steam, and they decided to go out. To Delrico’s or the Rusty Nail. Wild Pea wasn’t a big town, but it was big enough to have more than one bar. I knew about those places. They gave off a sad, dark feeling when you passed their tinted windows and dirty brick fronts. “You don’t mind if your mother and I have a little fun?” Annie said. Mern had already left the room to put on something flashy.


The following winter and spring, my mother came home from these excursions wobbling on her heels, her lipstick and thick layers of Max Factor pancake rubbed off. Her kisses were spongy, her words slurred. “Life’s no bowl of cherries, kiddo. You’ll find out!” Her education had been at the School of Hard Knocks. It was her turn to have fun. I’d watch her in the bathroom, extending her eyeliner into little black hooks. Who was she today? Hedy Lamarr? Dorothy Lamour? Dorothy Malone? I practiced in the same mirror in my best Rosalind Russell voice. Mern! You must mend the error of your ways! “You’re a misfit,” I’d say, “and if I don’t do something about it, I’ll be a misfit too.”


If my mother wrestled with guilt about her nights on the town, her solution came in the form of crackpot offerings—feathered fishing lures, a rhinestone shoe buckle, or some garage-sale junk she laid at the foot of my bed. Other mothers bought their daughters roller skates or potholder kits. Mern offered trinkets, a kiss, and a rhyme she giggled while tracing a scarlet fingernail over my skin. “Tickle, tickle on your knee. If you laugh, you don’t love me.” Maybe she thought that in case of fire or thieves, Mr. Tabachnik would charge wheezing up the stairs to rescue me, but Mr. Tabachnik was slightly deaf in one ear, turned out his lights at 9:30, and slept the sleep of the undisturbed. We often heard the whale songs of his dreams rising up through the open windows.


But one morning before dawn, he caught her sneaking in. This was in early May. Mr. Tabachnik and my mother were arguing under the door light, their voices breaking through my sleep. I went to the window. Mr. Tabachnik was in his pajamas, jabbing a finger at Mern’s head. “What you got in there for brains? Leaving a kid alone like that? Shame on you.”


“I was walking a friend’s dog,” my mother said, starting to crumble, her voice low but grudging.


Mr. Tabachnik repositioned two milk bottles cradled against his chest. “You think because the sun don’t fail to come up every morning your kid is safe?”


My mother swayed on her feet. “Wha?”


Mr. Tabachnik grabbed her arm with his free hand. “You think nothing can happen here in America? You should know how lucky you are.” He paused to gather momentum. “Safe? Gott im Himmel. What is safe?”


They were both silent for a moment, pondering. He touched her shoulder lightly. “Let me tell you, there’s no such thing as safe. You’ve never been to such places where they snatch the children from the mothers and shoot them right in front of the mamas’ eyes.” The grief in his voice shocked them both. Mern hung her head without moving.


Mr. T’s voice rose again. “Why should I care? What are you to me? Are you family?” He spat on the walk and brushed my mother away. “Go. Go upstairs to your daughter. And stop acting like an alley cat.”


But my mother refused to listen.


One night I woke and I knew I was alone. Mern had stayed out late before, very, very late, but this was different. The silence in our flat felt heavy and inert; darkness swirled past my door down the hallway. I was afraid to see Mern’s untouched bed. Clutching my sheet, I watched the moon climb over the catalpa, speckling its bare branches with a hundred dashes of light.


That night Mern crossed an invisible line. I was sure she was biding her time; she would leave me just like my daddy had. But I was biding my time too. Sooner, not later, if only I could figure out where I’d go and how I’d get there, I’d disappear, and Mern would decompensate in regret. Meanwhile, I’d develop tactics to reshape the lonely hours. That night may have been when I started to draw—the lamppost throwing its weak cone of light on the walk; my tennis shoe, its streaming laces the only white thing in Mr. Tabachnik’s darkened garden. I drew an intricate spiderweb on the inside of my arm and thought up something to make me laugh: Mern’s corpse, plastic-white with bright red lips, in a fancy satin coffin, sitting up to ask for a smoke.


I finished fifth grade. At school when I had to read aloud, the words dissolved into squiggles. I remembered Bette Davis in Dark Victory and wondered if I was going blind. Mr. Tabachnik said the trouble wasn’t my vision. “Confidence, Cisskala, and practice!” We made an agreement: I would read to him every afternoon, and for every book I finished, he’d give me a dime for my horse. One day I heard my own voice as if for the first time; it sounded pleased and sure. Something was going to happen. I couldn’t see what, exactly, because the change was outside words. Mern tore off the calendar pages month by month. For a while, a man named Reggie phoned. Not much changed even as change bore down on us.


Then my mother did something to win me back. One morning in June, three years after my daddy left, she marched into my room honking a nasal rendition of “Reveille” through her fist, the piercing twang of those first notes jarring me from sleep, and coerced me from bed with the promise of a surprise in the bathroom. “Upsy-daisy,” she bugled. “Rise and shine.” Brimming with smiles, she shushed my protests and pushed me forward, cold hands low on my spine. In the bathtub was a turtle with my name painted in red nail polish on its shell.


“Eunice?” I said.


My mother laughed. “Eunice!”


I looked again at the turtle straining to climb up the side of the tub and was not prepared for the sudden and unbearable pressure inside my chest, an odd mingling of doom and love. Eunice Turtle was the size of my palm, a dark mossy color, like the bottom of a lake, with yellow pinstripes running down her almost-black legs. Her face was pinched together at the tip, a long green thumb without a chin. She was trying to crawl up the slick side of the porcelain and was making straining motions with her back legs. Mern lit a cigarette and gestured to the turtle. “I forgot to get it food. You think it will eat bologna?” I turned around to see if she was kidding. Already I was picturing a box filled with grass and a bowl for paddling around in and a flat rock for sunbathing. I would catch flies and spiders for her. I caught a whiff of Cashmere Bouquet as my mother moved behind me.


“Promise me you won’t smooch that turtle,” she said, cigarette smoke wreathing us. “Turtles have streptanosis-something, Eunice. They can give it to humans.” She dropped her head over my shoulder and made a face. I laughed. Mern had never been brave about disease. Dogs gave you fleas. Cats had leukemia. Squirrels and bats carried the dreaded rabies, from which, if bitten, you could not be saved. Eunice Turtle was doing a slow-motion turtle two-step back toward the drain. When I looked again, she’d flipped over onto her back and her legs were swimming in the air. I reached down and put her right-side up. Mern rubbed her eyes with her fists and yawned. “Poor thing. Wouldn’t you know I picked up a brain-damaged turtle.”


“That’s not funny,” I said.


She pretended to sniff the air. “Smells like turtle pee-pee in here. Maybe I should splash some Evening in Paris on its shell.” I could hear the phlegm breaking up in her before-breakfast chuckle. She swept past me and opened the bathroom window. A wave of lilacs floated in. It was a Saturday that my mother didn’t have to work until later in the afternoon.


“Okay, that’s enough turtle for me. Coffee time, kiddo. Let’s get the show on the road.” Her mules flip-flopped on the tiles as she left the room, and I wondered where Mern could have gotten a turtle in the middle of the night.


When she was gone, I slid my hand under Eunice Turtle, picked her up, and stroked her horny shell. We stared at each other for a meaningful minute, her pert upturned face and liquidy black eyes gazing into mine. It gave me a miraculous feeling, as though we were speaking without words. The nose holes in her face quivered. Then she pulled into her house.


“You in there, Eunice Turtle?” I said, rapping a knuckle against the crooked red lines of my name. “Are you really in there?” I couldn’t feel anything through her armor, not her squishy body, not her delicate heart and lungs. Very gently I kissed the collar of rubbery skin into which her head had disappeared. “That’s okay,” I said. I laid her back in the bathtub in a pod of sunlight. She looked like a little green spaceship marooned on Planet Whiteness.















Chapter 4



Eunice Turtle


So, do you want to hear where I was last night? Swear to God, I saved a man’s life.” My mother was in her gypsy queen mode, spinning tales and smoking by the sink in her kimono.


“A guy collapsed in my lap at Delrico’s last night, and I went to the hospital with him in an ambulance. I volunteered to go in the ambulance.”


Did she think I was so gullible? She’d faint at the sight of blood.


“And you know who I was thinking of when I marched through those hospital doors? You.”


I snorted.


“I am telling you the truth. When I marched through those hospital doors and saw the nurses running around in their white hats, all I could think about was almost dying because you were too stubborn to come out.” By some magical means, we’d now arrived at the story of my birth, the story of how much Mern had suffered to give me life. When I was very little, she told the Birth Story so often I’d memorized it word for word. She repeated it now with her usual gusto: Dr. Jekyll leering from his mask over a tray of knives about to perform an emergency cesarean. The killeroo, not-to-be-believed pain. Her brave, selfless stoicism in the face of it all. “Someday, Eunice,” she said, tapping her ash, “when I’m dead and buried, you’ll realize your mother wasn’t a bad person. Someday when it’s too late, you’ll understand my life’s been no picnic. Now, here’s the truth, believe it or not. A man named Sam Podesta might’ve died if it hadn’t been for me. In fact, he might even be dead now.”


Mern was on her feet, the front of her kimono flying open. “Someday you’ll realize that everything, everything I’ve ever done for you, I’ve done out of love.”


I stamped my feet and shouted back, “Nothing! You do nothing for love!” A hundred broken promises lay between us. I announced I was going downstairs to live with Mr. Tabachnik.


“Go, then. Run away to that sad old fool,” Mern said. “You’re just like your father, leaving the scene when things get hot. You don’t care what happens to me, do you, Eunice! You’re not the least bit interested.”


“She can’t help herself,” Mr. Tabachnik said, walking in circles on his Persian carpet.


“Don’t protect her,” I growled.


“She should get down on her hands and knees and thank God she has a daughter like you.” Mr. Tabachnik took out his hanky and blew his nose. He didn’t want to be a buttinsky, but a little girl named Cisskala was his business. For a while we listened to ball games on the radio and later pored over the P encyclopedia, and Mr. T showed me the place he was born. “One day you’re from the Ukraine,” he said. “The next day the village sign is in German. A year later, Russian soldiers are sleeping in your barn.” He removed his glasses and wiped the lenses. “Let me tell you something, the land doesn’t know from one conqueror to another. The dray horse remembers the shape of the field in his sleep.”


By evening, Mr. Tabachnik convinced me to go back upstairs, but when I walked into our flat, Mern refused to look at me, her version of the silent treatment. “I’m taking a bath. Answer the phone,” she said, addressing the wall behind my head.


That night I refreshed the grass in Eunice Turtle’s shoebox and changed the water in her bowl. She was the only one I could really talk to.


“I’m glad you’re here,” I said.


Me too, she answered.


Before I fell asleep, I opened the Whitman’s Sampler tin, removed the dollar bill, and sniffed the picture of George Washington to see if I could detect any trace of my father. I’ll never get a horse, I thought, but at least I have a turtle.


The next morning, Mern stood in my doorway. For a long moment, we stared at each other. Meeting her steady gaze felt like sliding down the throat of a pure blue morning glory. I blinked and she puckered her lips.


“Let’s make up, my little Moucheroo.”


I practically wept. Her little Moucheroo! She took me by the hand and we cruised into her bedroom. Opening her nightstand, she withdrew a cross on a silver chain. “Sam Podesta gave this to me last night. For saving his life.” She swung the necklace in front of my eyes like a pendulum. “Proof is proof,” said Mern, the tiny eye at the center of the cross watching me as it swung. I fell back onto her bed, grabbed a pillow, and crushed it to my chest. “You’re weird,” I said.


She swooped down for the newspaper next to her bed. “More proof,” she said, and pushing up her glasses, she read, “ ‘Aries. Watch for entrances and exits. This is a time for romance. Relax and get a facial.’ ” She rattled the newspaper in my face. See, Sam Podesta was in her stars.


“You’re not normal,” I said. “Normal, normal.”


“Who wants to be normal?” my mother said. “Normal is boring, Eunice.”


I burst into laughter. Who wanted to be normal? Mern removed the pillow from my clutches, uncurled my fist, and poured the silver chain into my hand. She climbed into bed and draped an arm around my shoulder. “Sam Podesta practically dropped dead in my lap. You want to hear or not?” Without waiting for my reply, she began.


She and Annie stayed late to do cash-out; then they decided they deserved some refreshment, so they went over to Delrico’s. “I sat at the bar. Vic the bartender told me he’s trying to save money to buy a small boat—nothing fancy, a putt-putt he can take fishing—and then, in the middle of our conversation, this guy walks in.” Did I remember Gene Kelly in Anchors Aweigh? This guy was no Gene Kelly, but he had those natty Irish looks. Maybe Irish on his mother’s side. The blue eyes, the teeth. He was brawnier, with a bit of a pot.


“He climbed onto the stool next to me, introduced himself, ordered a Schlitz and one for me. A real gentleman.” She said it had been hotter than an oven in Vic’s. The fan was broken, and it was muggy, like the air was used up. Sam drank his beer, then right away ordered another. He told her he was new in town, didn’t know many people. He was the new produce manager at Dvorjek’s. Said it was a big responsibility.


“He unzips this leather pouch and rolls himself a cigarette. ‘Turkish stuff,’ he says. ‘I’ve been all over this globe. I’m a navy man,’ he says, ‘in case you couldn’t tell.’ He was wearing a sailor’s cap, so of course I could tell. He says, ‘Compared to what I’ve tasted, American tobacco can’t cut the mustard. I’ve gotten used to good tobacco, good wine, good bread,’ he says. ‘Real bread. With fennel and pine nuts baked in it. Indian bread with onions and ground lamb. I’ve seen the world,’ he says. ‘I’ve tasted the world. I know quality.’ ” She scrambled out of bed to get her own cigarettes.


“Then Vic started singing, ‘How ya gonna keep ’em down on the farm.’ And God, we all started laughing at that one. But all this time, I’m noticing how Sam’s face is getting shinier and shinier. Sweat’s dripping down his forehead. I said to Vic he ought to save for an air conditioner instead of a fishing boat, and he got riled, said I must be one delicate lady to be so sensitive.


“Then the next thing I know, Sam has got awfully quiet, and he’s pulling at his collar. When he goes for his glass, his hand starts shaking. Crash! Bam! He drops the glass. Next thing, he’s sliding off his stool and practically into my lap.”


Mern stopped talking to strike a match. “Do you think I could make this up?” she said, exhaling, peering into my eyes for a good long second.


A thought flashed through my mind. Mern was telling the truth, but what was so special about the truth? The truth wasn’t Superman or the FBI. It couldn’t protect you from anything. Sometimes it even got you into trouble.


“Did he die?”


Mern shook her head and blew out smoke rings. “You never saw Vic move so fast. He yelled for Marty, who shot out of the back room where he’d been doing the books. Marty said Sam was having a fit and we’d better get hold of his tongue.” Mern stuck hers out, demonstrating.


“Not for a million bucks was I gonna put my fingers into a stranger’s mouth. But Vic said it wasn’t a fit, probably a heart attack, and we laid him on the floor, and Vic put a cool cloth on his head, and Marty called the ambulance, and I rubbed Sam’s hands so his blood would come back.


“When the ambulance arrived, Vic kept trying to explain to the drivers it wasn’t the beer. Maybe he thought he’d get blamed. They wrapped Sam up and put him on a stretcher. He rallied for a minute, opened his eyes, and said, plain as day, ‘It’s all your fault, sugar. My heart is going crazy ’cause I just met a beautiful doll.’ He shot me a smile before he went out. ‘Christ!’ I thought. ‘What if that’s the last thing he says?’ Meanwhile, Vic shoves Sam’s sailor cap into my hands. ‘You go. Go with him,’ he says, pushing me out the door behind the drivers. So then I’m in the ambulance with Sam, praying he’s not going to croak on me. I’m thinking, ‘This guy’s got a good attitude.’ I couldn’t forget how he’d called me a beautiful doll, making a joke when he was at death’s door. Hey, I could learn to like an upbeat guy like Sam.


“At Sisters of Charity, we backed up to Emergency. Sam was awake but groggy. Now it’s around midnight, and you’d think the place’d be empty, but some drunk had just driven into a tree and the police were bringing him in. The nurses were running around with bags of blood. One of them—the type who wears a nylon net over her hair and thinks it’s invisible—comes up to me and says, ‘Who are you with?’ ” Mern snorted. “I say, ‘I’m Sam Podesta’s girlfriend.’ What am I supposed to say? That I sat next to him at a bar? Jesus. The emergency room was a dismal place. Forget about sleep. I walked those halls for God knows how long. I couldn’t go home without knowing about Sam. Maybe I was there an hour or two. Finally another nurse finds me and says Sam’s okay, but they’re going to keep him overnight, for observation. Then she hands me the cross and says Sam instructed her to give it to me—that is, if I was still there. ‘Tell her it’s a lucky charm from Sam Podesta.’ ” Mern sighed. “The end.”


“What about Sam?”


“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve been afraid to call the hospital.” She reached into the pocket of her kimono and brought out a packet of matches. The cover was forest green with “Delrico’s” written in white. She placed the matches on the night table. Real evidence.


“Here’s the bit that concerns you. To get to the front of the hospital, I had to walk through the children’s ward. Room after room of sick, sleeping children. At the end of a hall, I passed an open door, a red light blinking above it. The bed was stripped, the sheets bundled in a corner. I didn’t want to think what might have just happened. You couldn’t really see in, except something, a streak of light, caught my eye. Believe it or not, on the windowsill, was a fishbowl. I go over. There’s a turtle at the bottom.”


Mern opened her arms wide to convey the wacky wonder of it all. My throat closed on horror-filled laughter. Eunice Turtle had been stolen from a dead kid!


Mern rested her hand over mine. “So, for your information, kiddo, not only did I do one good deed last night. I did two. I saved Sam Podesta, and I saved a turtle.”
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