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In 1977, a beautiful, talented young woman made a terrible decision and chose to be my wife and have my children. I was not a good investment. In fact, my greatest life achievement was making it possible for her to stay at home full-time and pour her life into our children. I have no regrets. 

This book is dedicated to all of you who are like her. You chose to make a home instead of a career. You partnered with God to create life, and you surrendered yourself to suffering for the salvation of your family. We owe you our lives and our sense of self-worth, even though we didn't realize it. But God knows it, and you are precious in His sight.

​
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Chapter 1
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People say you don’t really remember anything that happened to you before you were four years old. They must be right because I was three when my sister was born, and I don’t remember it. Calista, or Callie, was a pretty baby. She was healthy and slept through the night and was an above average little girl. But she was also black. My dad was not black, so this was the last straw for him. He disappeared and filed for divorce by mail.

Callie finally had an influence on my life when I was in the second grade because Mom got a second job and put her in daycare. This was back in the sixties, before day care was a corporate enterprise, and the government started subsidizing it. Callie got dropped off at the home of some enterprising woman who took in other people’s kids during the day. Now I had to be picked up at school by another woman who took me and some other kids to be with Callie. The car was a dirty station wagon with no seat belts. One day the door didn’t get shut all the way and it flew open as we made a sharp turn. I grabbed another boy by the collar before he got tossed out into traffic.

When I got to the day care, I found Callie crying, sitting in the middle of a linoleum floor in her own shit. When Mom picked us up for dinner, I told her what happened with Callie and the boy in the car. All she said was, “Good catch!” 

Mom loved us in her own way. My only real frame of reference for moms was the ones in the neighborhood and the ones I saw on TV. The ones in the neighborhood weren’t nearly as pretty as the ones on TV. And the ones on TV were not very relatable, for me, anyway. They all had husbands with good jobs and lived in nice homes. The dads always had time for the kids, and the moms never stayed out all night or brought strange men home.

And Mom had a way with men. At twenty-five she was still good-looking, but not TV mom pretty. She liked short skirts and low-cut blouses but never wore anything that would expose her midriff and the stretch marks there upon. And although she was a pack a day smoker, she never smoked in public. When I asked her why she said, “You only smoke afterwards.”

“After what?”

“Never mind. I’m trying to preserve your childhood.” It was a long time before I knew how funny that was.

The infamous Ginny Martin refused to let the proper moms in the neighborhood look down on her. She would periodically assert dominance by making a point of flirting with one of the dads right in front of his wife. Callie had the misfortune of being her mother’s living testimony of sexual indiscretion. And I got into just enough trouble to be unwelcome in the better homes. I had more than my share of fights with boys who had unsavory things to say about my mother.

Mom was a bar maid. She had to explain to me that it didn’t mean that she was a maid who cleaned bathrooms at the bar. “I’m more like a hostess. I bring men their drinks, pay them a little attention, show a little skin. If they like me, they can be very generous tippers.”

“Randy Sheedy said you were a prostitute.”

“That’s ridiculous. His mom probably told him that because she let herself get fat. A prostitute goes to bed with men for money. I do it for free. She would have to pay those same men to go to bed with her.” She snorted at her own joke.

“So why do you do it?” We had not yet had the talk about sex, and she was hoping not to go there, so she talked about it the only way she could.

“Because it feels amazing. Of course, it doesn’t always feel amazing. It can be risky. You remember what I told you? If it sounds like I’m having fun, don’t knock on the bedroom door. If it sounds like I’m in trouble, dial 9-1-1.”

And that’s as far as that discussion went. She had to go to work. The tips were good, so she had been able to quit the day job that only paid minimum wage. So, she was home during the day, even though she slept till noon. But she was home when we got home from school after Callie started kindergarten. And she was there to answer the phone when the school called, and a parent had to come in.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2
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In the third grade I no longer spent premium play time at day care. After I walked Callie home, I was able to release her to Mom and then I had the run of the neighborhood. My selection of friends was narrowed by the number of guys I slugged for making rude comments about my mother. But there were enough guys who learned from the mistakes of others to field a team to play baseball, football, or hockey. My life had improved. But Callie's had not. 

One day as school was letting out, Callie came to me in tears. She was sobbing uncontrollably, so I got down on one knee and held her. She wrapped her little arms around my neck, and I waited for her to calm down. “What happened, baby girl?”

“They called me a nigger.” Then her head fell back on my shoulder, and she began crying again. Before I could get the story out of her, I saw a cluster of fourth grade boys coming toward us. The sight of me holding her froze them in their tracks. It was the look of guilt on their faces, and confusion over our mixed heritage that told me all I needed to know.

“Which one of you dipshits called my sister a nigger!” It wasn't a question because I knew the answer before I closed the distance between them and Callie. I grabbed the collar of the boy that all the others stepped away from and connected my fist solidly with his face. His head rocked back, his eyes rolled around, and when he went down, I had still not released his shirt collar. I went down with him and continued to hit him repeatedly. A teacher was on the scene, and she caught my fist and pulled me off of him before I could finish him off.

Fortunately, a third-grade boy does not have the muscle mass to afflict the same level of harm that a sixth grader can. That boy did not have to go to the hospital, but he did miss a few days of school while he waited for the swelling to go down and he began to look like himself again. His parents were deeply ashamed of what their son had done, so they did not press charges or do anything else to draw attention to this egregious social faux pas. This was not the Jim Crow south. Those barbarians down there were experiencing the Civil Rights struggle, and we were far above that sort of thing. 

Because I beat up a kid on school property Mom got called in. When she got there, she made them forget all about what I had done by insisting that, “that little bastard,” be expelled. Mom seldom had the moral high ground, so she made the most of it. The school principal ended up apologizing to us, although the incident did end up on my permanent record. It was a compromise Mom could live with. She was proud of me for being remembered for this, like there would be a roadside marker saying, “On this site, on May 5th, 1967, Daniel Martin pounded the bigotry out of a junior Klansman.” She took us out for pizza and ice cream afterwards.

After this event Callie glued herself to me whenever possible. I was her hero. And I doted on her a lot more. We held hands on the way to school, and looking at those hands and their different skin tones made me wonder why this was a problem for some people. At some point I wanted to talk to Mom about how this happened. By now I knew about the basics of sex without the gory details. But those were the things I most wanted to understand. Before the next school year started, after Callie was asleep and Mom was getting ready to go to the bar, I asked her, “Why did you have a child with a black man?”

Ginny Martin dreaded this question, but she had been waiting for it. Could she get this done in 15 minutes? She took one last drag on a Winston before putting it out and sitting down next to me on the couch.

“I didn't mean to do it. Your father and I were going through a rough patch. He was working a ridiculous number of hours at his business, and I was a lonely young woman. I started going to The Grove before I ever worked there just to be with my friends. The next night I tried a different bar on another side of town. It was called The Hot Spot. I was one of only a few white women there. Well, someone must have slipped something in my drink cuz I woke up in a strange house with a man I'd never seen before. I didn't know who he was. After a few weeks, I turned up pregnant, and I just prayed it was from one of the white guys so your dad wouldn't know what I'd done. Well, you know.”

“Where was I?”

“I got a sitter that night, and I paid her extra to keep quiet about how late I was gone. Your dad was on the road that night, so I got away with it, but not for long.

I was too young to know about these things, but now I know them. And I had sense enough to hold onto my other questions for another time. She was grateful for that and went to work. And I was the sitter that night.
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The next few years were uneventful. I had restored racial harmony at our elementary school, Mom hadn't brought anyone dangerous home, Callie was reading above her grade level, and I joined the Cub Scouts.

Mom made good enough money in tips that she could afford to keep me in Scout uniforms, Little League uniforms and sports equipment. I even had skates and a hockey stick. In the divorce, Mom got the house free and clear, but Dad didn't have to pay child support. Apparently, it was now uncertain where exactly I came from. That's probably why I never saw him. Anyway, we got to live in a neighborhood that was out of range for most single mothers. We were trailer trash, but we were living in suburbia.

My Cub Scout den mother was Letty Kerrigan, an austere Catholic woman with six kids and prematurely gray hair. It was the first time I ever met her son, Samuel, because he didn't go to the neighborhood public school. He went to St. Peter's Academy along with his brother, Andrew. The other four had not yet started school. On den meeting days, her husband took the little ones to Grandma's house so she could wrangle the neighborhood boys.

Mrs. Kerrigan was my mom's age, and they had gone to the same high school. While mom was on her way to becoming a cautionary tale, her devoutly religious classmate was coloring inside the lines of life. Letty O’Malley, as she was known then, was in the National Honor Society and volunteered at a soup kitchen. Her life's ambition was to marry a good man and bear godly children. Having accomplished this, she was bent on imprinting her model on the offspring of others.

I wasn't too crazy about going along for the ride. I had been tossed out of her house on a couple of occasions. One time I was sneaking contraband into her home. It was Mad Magazine​[1], and she believed it was a corrupting influence. The other time she found me and Sam rolling around on the floor laughing over my artwork. I had done extreme breast augmentation on Cinderella in his sister's coloring book. I got rushed out the back door and had a thirty-day suspension from the Kerrigan abode. I was only allowed to be in her Cub Scout den because I had made my bones as a civil rights crusader when those boys called my sister a nigger.

A lot was going on in the world. The nightly news kept us up with the body count in Vietnam. It looked to me like we were winning, but I was unaware that the Vietnamese were just more willing to burn through human beings than we were. Antiwar protests were also part of the media landscape. Mom hated those. Her father had been killed in action on Guadalcanal when she was little, so she was quite biased toward the US military. Richard Nixon won the 1968 election. Men walk on the moon. The Mets won the 1969 World Series. At this time of my life I had also discovered girls, just in time for them to forget about me. All the girls suddenly sprouted, leaving us runts behind. They were mooning over older boys who already got their growth spurt. 

Puberty mercifully began at the end of the 6th grade. I got tall enough to attract my first girlfriend, Justine Liebowitz. She was the first girl in my class to wear a bra and need it. She was the first girl I kissed. I was the first boy she had kissed, although she confessed that she had practiced with her best friend, Amy Wetzel. That explained why she was so good at it. She asked if the boys practiced with other boys, and I thought I was gonna barf. I told her it never crossed my mind, that she was all I could think of. I got some tongue after that.

Unfortunately for me, Justine was a more sensible and mature person than I was. Her parents told her she had to break up with me because she should only be kissed and felt up by a nice Jewish boy from a good family who had a promising future. She also knew that with her budding figure, she could play the field for a while. So, she got over me and I moved on to Amy Wetzel, her kissing coach. But I got turned down. She was already seeing an eighth grader who had started to shave. That year, the Beatles also broke up, so I was in good company.
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Before the sixth, seventh and eighth grades got lumped together to be called middle school, the seventh and eighth grades were called junior high. But no matter what you called it, bodies were all over the map of maturity, and it was a cauldron of hormones. The boys ranged in size from small, baby-faced eunuchs to hairy beasts with stubble on their chins and no impulse control. The female population included doe eyed innocent waifs with flat chests to lanky young women who were busting out of last year’s blouses. Since this school received students from many elementary schools, most of these girls were new to me. Since I was now one of the bigger boys, I had an advantage. Because I already had a girlfriend last year, I had an edge over a vast market of inexperience.

Like a hungry lion scoping out a herd of gazelles, I looked for an easy target. I didn’t want to set my sights on someone too attractive. She might already have a boyfriend. And I didn’t want one that looked like my little sister. I’d feel like a child molester. I was shooting for the middle, where they all hope to stand out and get a little attention. Then I saw what I was looking for. She was average looking, with ribbons in her hair and a nice backside packed into her jeans. I followed her to her locker in the seventh-grade hallway. 

“I’m Danny Martin. What’s your name?”

“What!? Oh. Patti Merola. Were you just following me?” She finally got her defenses up, believing I was up to something.

“Yes. I think you are pretty.

“Well stay away from me, creep! I have a big brother who will break all your bones if you keep stalking me!”

I had not counted on that. I gave her a wink and walked away with as much dignity as I could salvage. 

When I got to my homeroom, I scanned to see if I knew anyone. It was the first day of school, so I had to get the lay of the land. My homeroom teacher was Miss Norris. She was our English teacher, and she would be distributing seventh grade English textbooks. The other kids were a mixture of familiar faces from my elementary school and about a dozen black and Hispanic kids from a less privileged neighborhood. 

Two guys I knew from my Boy Scout troop waved me over. Ben Wooley had been my best friend in the scouts. He had really missed me. “Where were you this summer?” 

“Had a girlfriend. Her folks made us break up, so I’m free again.”

“Sorry to hear that. You OK?” Ben seemed to be honestly concerned. He was from a very religious family that was always trying to pull me into their orbit. They were less bossy than the Kerrigan’s and more inclusive than the Leibowitz tribe.

“Yeah, I’m fine. What’s been going on? I haven’t been to a meeting in months.”

“Got a camping trip coming up,” said Ben brightly. “It’s a survival trip! We’re gonna fish and live off the land!”

“I don’t have any fishing poles or anything.”

“We got extra! You can come with just the clothes on your back!”

“I’ll check with my mom.” It’s not so much that I needed her permission as it was that we needed to make sure Callie wasn’t left alone. That might mean that Mom could not be available for any romantic liaisons. I was her default babysitter.

I checked with Callie first, and she thought it would be fine if I went. She was nine now, and she thought she could take care of herself. And I had to admit that our little girl was becoming a young lady. She was turning into a copper skinned version of Mom, slender and feminine, without the saucy bad girl attitude. 

Mom was fine with it. She said she’d work an earlier shift and stay home after work. She could get a date anytime she wanted. What wasn’t fine was that she would have a male house guest that night. So, while I was gone that weekend, her gentleman friend got up in the middle of the night to “check on” Callie. 

When I got home from my trip, Callie was gone. Mom was a wreck. And she was afraid to tell me what happened. But I got it out of her. Callie had not exactly been molested, but she woke up to a strange man stroking her face and hair and telling her to keep quiet. It did not work. 

“When I heard her whimpering and my friend was gone, I called 911. I told them the address and that they might want to send the coroner. I set the phone down, grabbed the knife under the bed and kept him from escaping until the cops showed up.”

“So, where’s Callie?”

“Child Protection came later and removed her, pending an investigation.”

“Jesus, Mom! You don’t call the cops! Even I know that!” I had once threatened to call them myself. The mere suggestion filled Callie with bug-eyed terror because she personally knew siblings who were split up and sent to different foster homes. She was more afraid of being without me than anything else. 

“I thought I might actually kill him.” 

“What?? You thought you might kill the man you just had sex with?? Are you really a responsible adult!?” 

“Just who do you think you are? I’m the one who was here and had to make the call! I’m the one who saved our little girl!”

“Our little girl is right. She’s mine as much as she is yours! I’m the man of the house now!”

She laughed in my face. This really set me off. And I could see that, without her heels, I was taller than she was now. And I thought to myself, “I think I can take her...” So, I grabbed her arms and slammed her to the wall. Now full of my newfound power I snarled at her, “No more overnight guests!”

After she head-butted my face, the next thing I remember was being pinned to the floor with her knee painfully planted between my legs. “I’ve fought bigger men than you, Danny boy!”

“Not often enough,” I wheezed. That earned me a hard slap across my face. I glowered back at her. “You won’t win this fight next year.” 

I don’t know if it was the blood on my face or the thought that I was going to keep getting bigger, but Mom got a sudden reality check. She squeezed her eyes together and tears started hitting my face. She went limp, buried her face in my neck and started sobbing in earnest. 

“I’m sorry, Danny!” She choked out between heaving breaths. “Oh God! What have I done!?”

After she rolled off of me and had a good cry, I had a chance to take a look at her and ask myself, “Would I grant custody of a nine year old girl to this woman?” It was then that I realized that I might be the stabilizing force in our family. It’s a heavy thing to consider when you are a twelve-year-old Boy Scout. Maybe I should go to the hearing in uniform. 

After discovering that last year’s uniform was now too tight, I looked at this year’s school clothes and found respectability on a hanger. This was a little more challenging for Mom. All her clothes were tight, but that was the point when you work for tips in a room full of men. 

“Do you have anything you could wear to church?”

“I don’t think so.” 

“How about something the “Brady Bunch”​[2] mom would wear?”

“Maybe.”

We had an appointment with a case worker on Monday, so we had a day to shop and work on Mom’s image. But I knew that I was her biggest asset if I seemed well bred and respectful.

Monday morning, we got up and discussed the hearing. I had been kept awake thinking about it, so I was ready to lay down the law.

“Mom, you gotta let me do the talking.”

“But I’m ready!”

“Maybe so. But a smart responsible son makes you look like a good mother. And if we can get Callie in the same room with us, I will break their hearts.”

“Can you cry on demand?”

I transformed my face into a melting wax figure of grief, complete with a trembling lower lip.

“That’s really good,” she assented approvingly. “But there are no tears.” 

I didn’t need them. Mom and Callie both supplied them in spades. When my sister was brought into the room I immediately dropped to one knee and spread my arms open wide. She was already squealing my name and clawing the air to get to me as soon as she saw me. She threw her arms around my neck and our worries were over. Mabel Jordan, the caseworker, smiled and waited for us to quiet down a little. She then told us that Callie had been shown one of those dolls they use to show where the man touched her. Their star witness could not incriminate him with anything more than, “He scared me.”

Mabel was disappointed that she could not bring charges against the man. He had been invited into the home, and he had not touched Callie in any of the no-go zones. The only scalp she might have collected was Mom’s. She narrowed her eyes and looked appraisingly at her and her knee length skirt that still had a price tag on it.

“Ms. Martin, how often do you have men over at night?”

“Most weekends.” 

“How many different men are we talking about?”

“It’s usually one of the same five or six fellas.” That was not true.

“Daniel,” Mabel Jordan turned her attention to me. “How do you feel about this subset of the male population having access to your home?” 

“Ma’am we’re just glad that other people love her.” I kissed a tear off Callie’s cheek while she kept her grip on me. Mabel finally looked disappointed in me.

After the system washed its hands of us and let us go, we went out for pizza and ice cream. I felt triumphant. I had won the freedom of my beloved sister and had bent the toughest broad in the neighborhood to my will, even if she pinned me in under 5 seconds. I was the man of the house, a bona fide stud. Even French kissing Justine could not compare to this!

It was too late for us to go to school. And I said Callie needed the time to recover. So, she fell asleep on my lap while I watched reruns of The Rifleman​[3]. Mom went back to bed alone; a habit I would like her to cultivate.

At about 9:30pm I scooped up Callie and tried unsuccessfully to carry her off to bed. Maybe next year. Anyway, I guided her to her room and tucked her in, kissed her goodnight. I heard Mom’s blow-dryer in her bathroom, asked if she was decent, and she let me in. 

“You going to work? I thought you were off Mondays.”

“Kim called in drunk, and Todd asked me to come in.”

“Ok.” That sort of thing was not unusual. “By the way, can you tell me how to reach Dad?” That gave her a start. She looked at me through the mirror with concern.

“Why would you want to do that? I mean. He’s not your real dad.” She looked for a reaction.

“I knew that was a possibility. But he was the one who took responsibility for me. He’s the kind of guy I want to see.”

“So, what are you gonna tell him?”

“That I’m gonna be the man of the house, and I’d like to know how I can take on that kind of responsibility.”

“That should be a short conversation.” She pulled a few bills out of her bra in case I needed car fare. Then she dug a business card out of her purse with the name of the old man’s construction company. “If you want to go right after school, I’ll be here when Callie gets home.”

“Thanks, Mom.” On impulse I came in close, put an arm around her waist and kissed her on the cheek. She grabbed me and held me close. I could tell she was having a hard time keeping herself together.

“I can’t tell you how proud I was of you today,” she said as she choked back a sob. “You really took control of things. You were the one she ran to, and I didn’t blame her!” Then she fell apart. 

We both had a good cry. Was this what it was like to feel like a man? To feel strong and weak at the same time? I was glad I was needed, but I still didn’t really know what I was doing. 

About half an hour after Mom left, and I was almost in bed, I heard Callie crying. I went to her. She was standing next to the bed. “I’m sorry, Danny!” She looked embarrassed and I suddenly smelled the urine. This was a new problem. I had her get cleaned up and I dug out the shop vac in the garage. I found some rug shampoo, used it on the stain and sucked it out of the mattress with the vac. Time would tell if it worked. This man of the house thing had its pitfalls.

My sister slept in my arms that night, and I hoped the bed wetting would not be a recurring thing. When I woke up, she was asleep, and I was happy to see Mom was alone. She heard us and got up and opened a fresh box of Pop tarts. Before going to the bus stop, I told Callie not to tell anyone we slept together, or I might get arrested. She believed me, and now I am one of the grownups who tell well-meaning lies to modify behavior. Where do the years go?
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When I got to school the next morning, Ben Wooley was glad to see me. He was like a dog wagging his tail when you got home.

“Were you out sick yesterday?”

“No, I had some family business to attend to.” Ben nodded without prying. He knows when to back off something you don’t want to talk about. Then he brightened and changed the subject.

“Have you seen the new girl?”

I scanned the room in search of some cutie pie that I might be able to charm. “Where?”

“Third seat in the row by the window. Her name is Audrey Simmons. She’s super smart. And she knows a lot about the Bible, for a Methodist.”

“You know how to pick em.” I found her repellent. She looked insufferably studious as she glued index tabs into her notebook. Other disqualifying attributes included a pleated skirt draped over the knees, socks with saddle shoes, puffy white blouse and glasses. She had a serious demeanor that could only come from knowing how she looked.

“Yesterday I saw her mom dropping her off, and they were having an argument. It was about her future. Her mom wants her to go to college and make something of herself. But Audrey wants to find herself a man and make babies!”

“Thanks for the warning.”

“And do you know why this is coming up in the seventh grade?” Ben was about to explode. He could not wait to tell me.

“Go on.”

“Because this summer she got her period!”

“Why in hell do you know this?” My face had the grimace of the truly grossed out. His face was the picture of perverse delight as he dropped one bomb after another.

“When it came, she believed it was a sign from God of His covenant with her to be a mother! He wants her to go forth and multiply!”

“And she told you this?”

“Yes! When I asked if she was alright, she told me what they were fighting about. After abortion was made legal in New York State​[4], she believed that Christian women should fight back by having more babies! She is a natalist!”​[5]

The bell for our first class mercifully rang. I would not be forced to find out what an abortion was, or what a natalist is. 

We moved as a class from room to room. Audrey Simmons demonstrated her ability to answer any question accurately and without hesitation, as if she was reciting an encyclopedia entry. While we were heading out of our social studies class, she and I briefly faced each other. Her erect posture and slender form made her a little more appealing, and her direct eye contact made her seem confident. She smiled and said, “I’m Audrey. What’s your name?”

“Danny Martin.”

“I don’t remember seeing you in school yesterday,” she said as she looked me up and down.

“I was in court “

“Oh,” she said as she lost the smile, “a bad boy.”

“Just annoying,” I replied.

“I’ll take your word for it. You can go now.” Dismissed from the list of candidates for her gene pool, I went out the door.

Ben was waiting for me and had heard it all. Once she was out of earshot, he said excitedly, “Isn’t she awesome?” I had no answer to that. He could not have made the cut, either. Ben was an awkward beanpole with early onset acne, and an overbite. With the coarse, unruly hair, he looked like young Abe Lincoln. She did, however, register a smile for Mr. Candelaria, a first-year math teacher. She looked him up and down, sighed audibly, and took a seat. It was going to be an interesting year.

After school I decided to call on the man who would have been my dad, Dan Martin. According to his business card he was a home builder. I thought about calling him first, but I didn’t want to give him a chance to bug out before I got there. When I walked in there was a receptionist desk but no receptionist. I heard a man’s voice call out, “hello?” I headed down the hall to the voice and stood in the doorway to his office. He was a big guy, forty-ish, square head, bent nose and swarthy complexion. I was definitely not his offspring.

“I’m Danny Martin, Ginnie Martin’s boy.” I got exactly the reaction I was hoping for. He was stunned and a little defensive.

“Oh! Have a seat. What brings you down here?” He knocked a cigarette out of a pack of Winston’s as I sat down.

“First, I want to say thank you. For the first three years of my life, you were my dad. You took care of us.”

Surprised, he responded, “Danny, you’re being generous. I mean, I did abandon you and your little sister.” 

“Dan. Can I call you Dan?” He nodded nervously and kept playing with the cigarette he could not get himself to light. “We’re not mad at you. Mom’s not mad at you. But I do think you could help me with something. I need your advice.”

“I’m flattered, but I have not had a great track record with women. Ginnie was my second wife. Number three just made a new life for herself. I’m more of a businessman than a family man.”

“Well, I’m twelve years old. I just realized that I’m the man of the house. I have no idea what I’m doing. I just got her to agree to having no more men in the house at night. But I don’t know where I will go from here. If you had it to do over again, what would you do?”

He finally lit the cigarette. He seemed to be really thinking about it; what does he wish he had done? A cloud of smoke gradually grew as he meditated on the issue. “That was a big concession. I’m surprised she agreed to that.” He got out a pad of paper and a pencil.

“You can’t just present a list of demands. You’re going to treat this like a 100 day plan, like the president usually does. Make a suggestion every couple of days or so. But stay on task. That’s the part that is up to you.”

“This Sunday I want to get her to take us to church.”

“Oh, really? That’s a big ask. And she probably works pretty late on Saturday. You might want to soften her up with something easier first.”

I couldn’t get myself to tell him about what happened recently with Callie, and how contrite Mom was. I even got her to buy a couple of respectable outfits. “I think I can get this one.”

“Let me know how that works out.” 

“She’s a little older now. Wasn’t she eighteen when you married her? She’s 31 now.”

“I’ll bet she still looks amazing.”

“Yeah. It’s going to be hard to wean her from men. Of course, you’re a free man, now. You could call her up and keep her busy.”

“Date Ginnie??”

“Mr. Martin, meet Mrs. Martin.”

“You came bearing gifts!” Dan shook his head and laughed. “There is no way she put you up to this. What makes you think she’d give up being the life of every party for me?”

“I’m not suggesting you get married again. That’s a big ask. Could you get yourself to at least go to bed with her?”

“Wow. Let me think about this.”

This had been a productive meeting. I felt like I could drop in anytime and catch him up with us. I got up and prepared to make an exit.

“Before you go, do you need a job?”

“You mean, like, for money?”

“Sure! It would be under the table, and you’d be saving me a fortune in union wages and benefits. I need somebody to tidy up construction sites on Saturdays. Basically, you’d be pushing around a wheelbarrow and picking up stuff and throwing it in a dumpster. Most guys don’t pick up as they go, so there’s nails getting in tires and stuff like that. Fifty dollars cash every Saturday for a half day’s work.”

I was dazzled. I said yes. He advanced me fifty bucks for this weekend. 

When I got home, Mom was waiting for me. She intended to debrief me thoroughly about my visit to her ex-husband. She was sitting at the kitchen table, smoking a cigarette and looking at me with a bit of suspicion.

“You’re not trying to get us back together, are you?”

“No, but would that really be so bad?”

“It’s not going to happen. What else did you talk about?” We obviously weren’t going to talk anymore about that.

“I wanted to tell him that I appreciate that he was a dad to me for the first three years of my life, and that I wasn’t mad at him “

“You told him that?”

“Exactly that. He felt bad about abandoning me and Callie. He knows it was his fault because he was a businessman instead of a family man.”

“Did he really say that?”

“Yep. And he gave me a job. He needs me to tidy up some of his construction sites on Saturdays. I’ll get fifty bucks a week.” She almost swallowed her cigarette. The minimum wage was $1.60 per hour back then. To her, this money sounded like a bribe.

“So, I’ll bet he calls to ask me out this week! Are you pimping me out, Danny?”

“No! He only offered me the job when I was going out the door. I think he just wants to give me a break. Not everything is about you!”

“More stuff is about me than you’ll ever know!” She smiled smugly until I informed her that she was going to church this Sunday.

“Danny! You are seriously cramping my style! I really ne-e-e-ed to sleep in on Sundays! The best guys come on Saturdays! I’m not the everyday housewife that gave up the good life!”​[6]

“I’m taking Callie this Sunday, and you’re coming with us, even if you’re comatose. We deserve a good life, too. At Ben Wooley’s church they’re Baptists, and he says they are all sinners, so you will fit right in.”

Mom growled, thrashed around on the chair and accidentally broke her cigarette. After brushing the hot ember off her jeans, then she scowled and gave me the finger.

“Good. It’s all settled. All we gotta do next is get Callie a new dress. Tell me what day you are available.”

“Am I getting a new dress?” Callie had been watching us with concern as we fussed about restricting Mom’s freedom.

“I guess so,” Mom conceded. “Right after dinner tonight.” 

When I got to school the next day, I told Ben the good news. We would all be in church on Sunday. Because I helped pick out her dress, Callie would not look like a little cocktail waitress, and neither would her mother. “Mom has never needed good taste. She gets by on sex appeal.”

“That’s the truth. She is pretty and curvy. Whenever I see her...”

“You can stop now.”

After school I had to stop by the Kerrigan’s and let them know that I would not be going to the library with Sam this Saturday because I had a job. I just walked in the back door, as I often intruded on their peace, and saw Mrs. K reading the Bible at the kitchen table.

“Is Sam home?”

“No, Daniel. He had band tryouts at school this afternoon.” I didn’t even know Sam played an instrument. I told her I would not be going to the library on Saturday and why. She said she would pass the message along, and as I turned to go back out, I stopped in front of the refrigerator. It was covered with newspaper clippings about abortion. That made two days in a row that I had heard this new word. 

“What’s abortion?”

Letty Kerrigan slowly closed her Bible, took a long pause, and described the procedure in detail. Her bottom lip quivered a little as she started, but she got herself under control. When she finished and I was trying to understand why someone would do such a thing, she seemed to anticipate the question.

“Many women have aborted their unborn children because they were ashamed of the pregnancy. It revealed that they had been having sex when they shouldn’t, or with someone they should not have been with. It’s been illegal for many years. I’m concerned that by making it legal that it will become a common means of birth control.”

“But women can take birth control pills. Don’t they work?” I knew my mom took them. What if it didn’t work after she’d had a date with one of the bar patrons? 

“Sure, they do. But women don’t always take them. And you can’t skip a day. And some women just have unexpected sex. Or are raped.”

I really didn’t want to talk about this anymore. And Letty could tell that I had heard enough. “I’m sorry, Daniel.”

I couldn’t look her in the eye, so I just thanked her and left. 

On the way home I thought about Callie. She was born out of unexpected sex. And the way Mom described the circumstances of conception made rape a possibility. Did she consider sweeping this pregnancy under the rug by having an abortion?

By the time I got back home I wanted to talk about it again. Mom was sipping coffee. Callie was out riding her bike. A tin of Banquet Salisbury Steak was in the oven. It was a good time to talk.

“Mom, you know what abortion is, right?”

“Yep.” She raised the cup back up to her lips, waiting for whatever comes after that.

“Had you ever thought about having one?”

“Nope.” She got back behind the cup.

“Not even when you were pregnant with Callie?”

“Daniel, why am I being interrogated about this right now?”

“I was just talking to Ms. Kerrigan. I saw all these newspaper stories on her refrigerator. I didn’t know what abortion was, so I asked her. And...were you raped?”

“Maybe.” She put the coffee cup down and looked me right in the eye. “That night, I could not tell you who put the drugs in my drink. I’m not sure who I went to bed with, and I don’t know how many. I may have been forced, or I may have participated. I didn’t know who was responsible except me. And when I got pregnant, I sure couldn’t blame that child. 

“I already knew what abortion was. The idea was presented to me. I already knew girls who had them. Letty knew the same girls. And the girls that had them were never OK after that. They knew they had killed their babies. One of them killed herself.”

Mom was starting to shake. She was holding back her tears the best she could. I told her she could stop but she insisted on continuing.

“When I got pregnant with Callie, Letty came to see me. Somehow, she got wind that it wasn’t Dan’s. She told me that she was here for me, that she would always be my friend, no matter what I decided.” She wept into her hands, gasping for breath. I dropped to my knees on the floor in front of her. She grabbed hold of my head and watered it with her tears. She stopped suddenly and came up for air and went on.

“I didn’t do something noble or brave when I didn’t kill my child. When I chose to keep her, I chose to save my own life. I could not have lived with myself if I had taken her life.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to upset you. Let me finish making dinner.” She squeezed my hand without a word and went to the bathroom to clean up.
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Being the man of the house was both satisfying and exhausting. I used part of my advance from Dan to buy Callie’s dress, which impressed Mom. I got to see how easy it was to spend that money, watching that first ten-dollar bill disappear, knowing that there were so many other things that Mom had paid for with her tips from the bar. 

As Sunday drew near, I told Ben Wooley that the whole Martin gang would be coming to church. He was over the moon that we were coming as a family. Baptists were a small remnant of the Christian family in our part of the country. It was almost all Catholic around here, with only a trace of Lutherans, Methodists, Episcopalians and Baptists. 

“Do we have to go to confession first?”

“No! That’s a Catholic thing!” Ben got a kick out of the question. “Confessing your sins is between you and God. You put your faith in Jesus, and God forgives you!”

“But Catholics do believe in Jesus, right?”

“Yes, but you’ll notice that their crosses always have a dead Jesus on them. Our crosses are empty because Jesus was raised from the dead. He left the cross behind!”

“So, they don’t believe he was raised from the dead?” 

“Oh, they do. But I think they keep that image of dead Jesus around to make them feel guilty for their sins because he had to die for them. We’re just happy that he did It!” 

That was an enlightening conversation. I would go home and talk to Mom about this. She was raised Catholic when she was a kid. She might be more comfortable with a Jesus who wasn’t still mad at her. I do know how creepy it was in the Kerrigan home. They had a dead Jesus in every room, making a list and checking it twice.

When I got home, Callie had already changed and gone out to play. Mom had just gotten out of the shower and had only gotten as far as her bra and panties and a garter belt. Her choice of lingerie told me she was expecting some action tonight. I was used to seeing her this way, so I launched my news about the Baptists matter of factly. She tapped a cigarette out of its pack, put it in her mouth and lit it as I finished.

“Danny, I can appreciate how you have always defended my honor. It was better than I deserved, but it was very sweet. And I told you that I don’t have sex for money, that I give it away. That is mostly true.

“Son, I want you to understand how the Ginnie Martin economy works. As you know, I serve drinks at a bar. I also provide atmosphere. That means that I flirt, make casual contact, don’t get upset at the occasional pinch or slap on the ass. Men like to come there and be a little playful and I play along with them. They keep coming back, and they leave me nice tips. And there is an unspoken understanding that those tips are getting them a lottery ticket. A couple of times each week, I pick a winner. It might be someone whose wife no longer respects him because he compares unfavorably to her boss. It might be someone who is lonely because he’s too nice to get the girl in the competitive dating market. Whoever it is, it’s going to be some nice guy who needs a little attention. I don’t ever pick some mean man who is looking for a punching bag. The winners must earn my trust. And when I pick a winner, I’ll make sure he feels like a winner. And that makes me feel good, too.”

“What about that guy who scared Callie?”

“It’s not a perfect system. There isn’t one. After my dad was killed in the war and Mom drank herself to death, I got passed around to family members. You can find those guys in your own family.”

“So why are you telling me this?”

“Because nice guys go to church, too. And because some of the guys I’ve been with stopped coming to the bar. They probably patched it up with the wife or found some other way onto the straight and narrow. Wherever they went, they no longer leave their money at the altar of Ginnie the Love Goddess. They are probably back at the altar of their God. And if I show up, it could get awkward.”

“Or maybe they would be happy to see you getting on the straight and narrow.”

“Maybe.” 

Mom stubbed out the cigarette, pulled on her nylons and attached them to the garter belt. She was done talking. She picked out a short black dress. I was beginning to wonder if bringing her to church was a good idea.
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As we got ready for church, Callie flitted about and twirled in her new dress. She felt like a princess and looked like one from some African tribe where the skin is lighter and the lips narrower. Mom was a little less celebratory in her modest dress with a high collar, and a hem that fell right at the knees. Still, it was hard to hide her assets. Over the past ten years her figure had gone from buxom ballerina to fertility goddess, courtesy of her last pregnancy. But she was oozing with attitude. The swaying hips, her predatory stare, and a smug smile set her apart from other women.

We got to the church about fifteen minutes before service started. The parking lot was full. When we went in the front door, there was only one person in the lobby, a frail woman in a wheelchair and hooked up to an oxygen tank. Despite her infirmity, she was cheerful and made the first move. She introduced herself to as Nadine Wilson and handed Mom a bulletin.

“Sunday school starts an hour earlier, if you’re wondering where everybody is. There’s an adult men’s group, women’s group, a co-ed youth group and children’s group and a nursery. I think the youth are getting out now.”

Ben’s was the first face I saw. He was waiting for us to get there and pumped his fist victoriously to see that we all made it. We headed toward the kids, and the older teenage boys got quiet and took in the vision of my mother, who noticed that they were staring at her.

“Do you boys like what you see?” she asked as she advanced towards them. They were embarrassed to be caught staring and dispersed, leaving one kid to face her alone. He was a short boy with glasses and slicked back hair. He suddenly realized she was addressing him personally, at close range. 

“Ma’am?”

“I said, do you like what you see?” She was in his space and in his face. He broke into a big smile.

“Why, yes I do ma’am!” 

“Honey, how old are you?”

“Fifteen, ma’am.”

“Well, I’ll have to look you up after you have...ripened.”

“Thank you, ma’am!” He was red-faced and grinning like an idiot. 

Mom turned her attention to the women’s group that had emerged from another hallway into the sanctuary. She was very proactive and went to meet them. Callie and I followed.

“I’m Ginnie Martin. This is my first time here. These are my children, Daniel and Calista.” She paused to see their reaction to her dark-skinned daughter. To their credit, there was no trace of judgment or revulsion. She continued, “Daniel’s best friend is Ben Wooley, and he invited us.” She paused again and said, “Daniel is hoping that I can be reformed.” 

While the ladies glanced around and wondered how to address this, one made her way through the crowd to take over. She was in her late fifties and was dressed elegantly. She seemed especially glad to see my mother. She took Mom’s hand and introduced herself as Eleanor Campbell. She looked at Callie and me and asked us if it would be alright if she showed our mother around privately. We made eye contact with Mom, and we gave our approval.

As Ms. Campbell strolled slowly around the inside perimeter of the sanctuary with her new friend, a little black girl came up to Callie, staring in wonder. She didn’t see many black girls here, and she had to meet her. She said her name was Valda Connors. Callie introduced herself and told her, “This is my brother, Danny. And I love him.”

Valda looked up at me, raising one eyebrow high, looking at Callie s hand in mine, and exclaimed, “He’s white!”
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