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  Dedication

For my mother

  Wilhelmina Hall

  whose struggles and dreams

  will never leave my heart

  and for John C. Morris from

  the old neighborhood


  A Note from the Author

My Townie Heart draws heavily from my own experiences coming of age in a blue-collar neighborhood during the 1970s. Springfield, Massachusetts is a real place, but I’ve liberally expanded it to include parts of my hometown, West Springfield. That said, this book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  Acknowledgements

This book would not have come into existence without Janice Gary, my writing partner and author of the critically acclaimed book Short Leash: A Memoir of Dog Walking and Deliverance. It was Janice who helped me find the courage to acknowledge my own difficult past from which the writing was birthed. She also made this speedy television producer think more carefully about the words on each page.

A tremendous amount of gratitude goes out to novelist Alice Mattison, who understood what I was trying to do when I brought the beginnings of a manuscript to her workshop in Provincetown, Massachusetts, and provided generous and critical support throughout the entire process.

I’d also like to thank Sven Birkerts and Bob Shacochis, two writers I had the great fortune to have as teachers when I was a student in the Bennington MFA program, who offered early and essential support for my writing, and to Philip Lopate whose encouragement of my work and, very specifically, my voice, goes back even further.

I was the grateful recipient of residencies at both Casa Libre de la Solana in Tucson, Arizona and the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts, that provided valuable time and space for the writing and editing of this work.

Thanks go out to LeeAnn Dance and Cliff Hackel, two friends from my years at CNN, and to Kerry Hannon, who led me to Debra Englander and to publisher Michael L. Wilson at Post Hill Press. Thanks to all of you for believing enough in this book to get it to print.

I am also grateful to: Carolyn Lieberg, who thoughtfully edited a draft of this book, and to Meredith Davenport, who would not let me give up.

Last but not least: I want to thank my friend Jane Latman, who has never stopped believing in me or in this book. There are no words, Jane, only tears of gratitude.


  1

Back Home

Tall and imposing in her beige pantsuit, my mother looked over at the empty red Samsonite suitcase lying on the floor, a present she and my dad had given to me when I graduated from high school.

I didn’t know what to say and neither did she. Out in the dorm’s hallway, someone turned up the music and yelled, “Everybody boogie!” It was that part in “Sugar Magnolia” where the Dead really start to jam and some asshole dancing outside in the hallway slammed into the door.

Startled, my mother gave me her best j’accuse look.

“What the hell is going on here? I thought you’d be packed already. You said you wanted to leave right away.”

The suitcase sat before me with its metal jaws wide open, exposing a ladylike, powder-blue interior. In her dress pumps, my mother stepped over the suitcase, beer bottles full of cigarette butts, Chinese takeout cartons, and the random bits and pieces of clothing that littered the floor. She made a beeline for the only chair in the room, which stood next to my roommate Gail’s bare mattress.

“You look terrible and this room looks like a flophouse.”

“I know. I’m sorry, Mom.”

There was, indeed, a lot for me to be sorry about. I was flunking out of the University of Massachusetts and, as a scholarship girl from a hick town in western Massachusetts, I had let everyone down, including myself. I ran my finger over the carpeting, trying to remember the mysterious Aztec mandalas that would appear in its salt and pepper weave whenever I took acid. Finally, I swallowed hard, got up, and started flinging random things into the suitcase.

My mother had been hearing the stories about UMass back in Springfield. How the drug pushers had been selling LSD to kids who would take it and jump off the nearest roof. How the school had let the dorms go coed, allowing rampant sex to go on even in broad daylight, and how those Jewish professors (yes, my mother was a lukewarm anti-Semite) were poisoning the minds of kids with Marxism and encouraging them to run off and live on communes. Now, it seemed that her own daughter had somehow become a captive to these forces, with disastrous results.

Throwing the last of what I could find of my clothes into the suitcase, I flipped the Samsonite’s lid down fast.

“Where’s your roommate?” she asked me then, as if this information would somehow make a difference.

“Gail? I don’t know.” I’d actually wanted to say goodbye to Gail, the only person in the dorm who cared about what happened to me, but under the circumstances, I wasn’t about to go looking for her. We carried my stuff out of the dorm and drove back to Springfield in silence.

When I woke up the next morning in the upstairs bedroom on Chestnut Street that had been mine in childhood, I lit a cigarette and sat down on the floor, crossing my legs just as I had the day before on the floor of my dorm room. The red Samsonite sat next to me, still unopened. I’d slept naked and not bothered to unpack. If anything, I felt even crappier than the day before. I smoked that cigarette right down to its filter and left it standing straight up on the floor.

I got up and looked around the room, noticing that the odd collection of knickknacks I’d had since I was a kid still sat on each of the room’s two windowsills. My favorites had been the tiny Limogenes tea set my Aunt Doreen had given me, and a ceramic statue of a cat playing a saxophone that had a little plaque under him that said “Play it Cool,” which I had rescued from a trash can. The objects looked untouched by time. I picked up the tiny Limogenes tea tray and rubbed it between my thumb and forefinger. It was dusty, but underneath it became as cool and smooth to my touch as it had always been.

Strange, the survival of objects from one’s childhood. They shouldn’t be allowed to remain the same since you don’t. I put the thing back on the shelf, feeling totally weird.

I had to move, to do something, so I squatted back down and swiftly undid the latches of the Samsonite. The suitcase had been presented to me, with much jubilation, at my graduation party in our backyard last summer. Our daughter was off to college. The first one in our family ever to go! All the relatives and neighbors had come over and there’d been a rum cake from the Venetian Bakery to mark the event. My father had even strung up a set of paper lanterns.

Now I spewed out its cargo of dirty clothes. There was a purple Indian print top that Gail had given me, an extra less-favored pair of jeans, a silky orange shirt from my mother I’d never worn, a raggedy bra with intractable brown stains under the arms, and a brand new pair of platform shoes with tooled flower designs on the fronts. My things smelled like patchouli and pot, Marlboros and tamari sauce. Burying my nose into them, I tried to find some patch of realness, some way to recognize myself at home with my family in the house on Chestnut Street. It was the clothes that smelled real to me now.

More than anything, I missed Gail and wondered what she was doing at that exact moment. After staring at the pile for another long minute, I fished out the spare pair of jeans, which was cleaner than the ones I’d taken off the night before, and a small brass hash pipe, before stuffing the rest of the things back in the suitcase.

When I closed the Samsonite and snapped up its latches, the smells disappeared. I pushed the suitcase under the bed.

Those first few days back at my parents’ house, I spent my days in the dim interior light of the living room watching bad TV shows and awaiting my mother’s predictable rotation of suppers – Monday’s hot dogs and beans, Tuesday’s stuffed peppers, and Wednesday’s boiled dinner. My sister Jane was still living at home, which was one of the few good things about being back there. But mostly, I felt numb inside, which was better than the way I’d felt at school, but only slightly.

After supper on Wednesday, I decided that my sister and I needed to take a very necessary escape upstairs. After opening the windows, we sprawled across the double bed in the extra bedroom so we could talk and smoke dope in peace. Jane was better at rolling than I was. She passed me the joint when she was done.

“I think you need this more than I do. You look like a fucking zombie,” she said.

“I AM a fucking zombie. You know how weird this is for me, to be back here.”

“Yeah, that’s why I still don’t get why you’re here.”

“Because, Jane, I blew it.” I slowly exhaled the lungful of pot smoke I’d kept in there for as long as possible. “Why do you want me to talk about it?”

“Cause I keep thinking it’s good for you, that it’s fuckin’ bugging you and you need to get it out of your system or something.”

I handed the joint back to her. “Jane, do me a favor, okay? Don’t play my fucking therapist. Remember how you always hated that woman Mom made you go see? All those social worker types are so-o straight. I don’t need to talk, okay? Maybe I’d talk to a real healer, like a shaman from Tibet or somebody like that, but not some middle-aged rich lady from Longmeadow.”

Jane exhaled and leaned heavily back, making the old mahogany bed frame creak. “Yeah, I know. The shrinks are full of fucking shit.”

She was a big girl, and she was getting bigger. She had a dirty red flannel shirt on, and a pair of blue jeans a couple of sizes too big for her, which she had cinched with what looked like the sash from a man’s bathrobe. My sister was five months pregnant. I knew this but my parents didn’t. Since Jane had always dressed strangely and had a tendency to be heavy, they hadn’t really noticed.

She had called me one night at UMass and told me about her pregnancy. I’d been up for a couple of days, jacked up on cocaine.

“Laura, how do you feel about being an auntie?” she’d asked me, right off the bat.

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope. I’m knocked up and I’m going to keep it.”

“What are you talking about? You’re still in your first trimester, right? Get rid of it. I’ll go with you. You could come up to Northampton and it’s over in like, twenty minutes.”

“No. I want the baby.”

“Are you fucking out of your mind?” I had screamed into the phone. “What are you going to do with a kid?”

Actually, I was pretty much out of my own mind. The downward spiral that would make me leave school was already in full swing by then.

Now, here I was, my family’s great success story of a daughter, back home and stinking up the house with my failure. My parents weren’t talking about it, but there it was, the truth. We all knew I’d probably blown my one opportunity to get out of Springfield and get an education. And there was no stopping the shame of living with this knowledge, which I pretty much felt all the time, just under the surface. But tonight, the pot was helping a little bit, sawing off its worst edges. I looked over at my sister. In my stoned gaze, Jane looked like a fat, beautiful angel. Pregnancy was softening her face, giving her more color, and slightly curling the ends of her hair. Reclining on the bed, her belly exposed, she certainly looked pregnant. If my mother walked in now, she would know it too. Jane took a hit off the joint, unperturbed by anything it seemed.

“You should lay off this stuff,” I said. “Naw. A little grass isn’t going to hurt the baby. Might help her be more mellow, you know?”

“You better check with a midwife about that. I don’t think it’s such a good idea.”

“You always get too paranoid.”

“Maybe. And what’s the deal with the father? Does he know?”

“He’ll know when it’s the right time.”

“Are you ever going to tell me who he is?”

“Yeah, everybody thinks they should know. Like it matters or something.”

“What do you mean? Of course it matters,” I said, sounding a little too straight, even to myself.

“Look, you’re my sister. You know what people think of me in this town. Me telling who the father is won’t change anything. Shit, Laura, it’s just the way things are. Believe me, it’s fuckin’ easier when you just accept it.”

I didn’t say anything but I reached for the roach clip Jane was holding and sucked in the smoke, greedily filling my lungs with it. But no drug, not even heroin, would have been able to annihilate what I knew. It came bubbling back to the surface then, returning like a long lost relative, or an amputated limb. Once again, I took my sister in, that body, which had absorbed what had been done to it, now with the bloat of pregnancy upon it. Sure, she looked like an angel to me, but I knew more, saw more than that. I loved her but others would not. In reality, the flannel shirt and the bathrobe sash made her look like somebody you’d see at the Salvation Army or panhandling down by the bus station. Like somebody who was broken for life.

What I felt then was really very simple. I wanted to kill Timmy Morton more than anything else.
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Merinski’s

It was almost four o’clock on my second Tuesday back home, so it was stuffed peppers night again. My mother called me into the kitchen.

“Would you do me a favor, honey? Could you pick up a couple of pounds of hamburger at Merinski’s for me?”

Since she was going out to show a house after supper, she had a ruffled pink nylon apron on over a blue polyester pants suit. I thought the apron-over-the-pantsuit thing made her look like a transvestite playing June Cleaver but I kept this fashion insight to myself.

I said I’d go to the market. At least it wasn’t another job interview. I really needed a job, but hadn’t found anything yet. I was flat broke but the last thing I wanted to do was ask my parents for money.

In the orangey evening light, I walked past the same row of houses on Chestnut Street I’d been passing my entire life. Since the next day was trash day, people had already hauled their cans out to the tree belt. In front of the Dolan’s, who had more kids than anybody else, the trash overflowed – something my father frequently and bitterly complained about. I saw torn open red and white Hood milk cartons and Hawaiian Punch cans, their deep blue tins still exotic and bright, as they faced ultimate extinction. A rusted tricycle with no seat was wedged between the two trashcans. The late day sun glinted off the still shiny handlebars of the tricycle and it made me suddenly sad for the time when that tricycle had been brand new and beautiful, the apple of some Dolan kid’s eye. Now it was just another piece of trash. Did anyone in the Dolan household care? Did that kid even think about the tricycle anymore? Did he remember it at all?

Everything changed, no matter what. The year before, I’d gone off to college where all everybody talked about was change (change the system, change the rules, change your head). I had trusted in all of it, believing it would set me free from this neighborhood.

I kept walking until I got to the end of Chestnut Street, where it met King’s Highway. Here the cars were moving fast, trying to beat the light and get through the intersection. King’s Highway was the busy street we were never supposed to cross when we were kids. When Jane got hurt, before I knew what really happened, I’d thought there had been an accident at this corner, the boundary between our known world and the scarier one beyond it. A movie had instantly been made in the back of my brain that day. Of Jane getting hit by a car as she’d tried to cross King’s Highway. Of an ambulance, its lights flashing ruby red, its sirens howling, coming to take her to the hospital. She’s gonna be all right, the lips of one of the men in white would say over the din as they lifted her onto the stretcher.

All these years and that old movie played. If only Jane had been hit by a car. Scraped up, with a broken leg. A concussion, maybe. If nothing else, a more normal misfortune.

It was relief to join the stream of people going into Merinski’s Market, probably all buying a few things for supper. Mr. Merinski already had his air conditioning on, even though the temperature had barely cracked eighty degrees. Through the frigid air, I made my way to the deli counter in the back where Mr. Merinski was busy with another customer. He was a large jowly man with a crew cut so short and so blond you could see his whole scalp. Even with the air conditioning on, he was sweating and I noticed the usual morbid blood stain in front of his butcher’s apron. Over the hum of the big deli case, he spoke to me.

“What’ll it be, Laura?”

“Just two pounds of hamburger, Mr. Merinski.” There had never been a time I hadn’t known him; the family lived around the corner from us on Hillside Avenue. In fact, Mrs. Merinski had been the one who’d waited for me at our house the day Jane had gotten hurt.

“How’s your dad? Haven’t seen him lately…”

“He’s fine,” I said, which was a total lie. I knew from my mother that Sal was a wreck these days, worried about his job.

“Well, tell him I say hello.” He turned his back to me to wrap up the pink and white meat that has just emerged out of the grinder.

“You know, Patty’s getting married two weeks from now at St. Thomas.” Patty was his oldest daughter, who had graduated from high school with me.

“Really? Wow. That’s great. Tell her congratulations for me.” I didn’t have to ask who Patty was marrying. She’d had the same boyfriend, Robert Demaris, all through high school. Patty was a nice girl with a wide Polish face. A little chubby, with thin blond hair like her dad’s but thank God, not his jowls.

In the wavy glass of the deli case, I saw my own face reflected back. I had olive skin, dark brown frizzy hair, and brown eyes that had circles under them no matter how much sleep I got. I looked like my father’s Sicilian side, rather than my mom’s auburn-haired, blue-eyed Irish side. All the humidity had made my hair frizz out even more than usual, so it hung like a half-open umbrella around my face. When I stepped back, letting the glass reflect back all of me, I looked like a giant mushroom, or maybe a gnome with an oversized head. It was definitely a very trippy-looking image.

In high school, where you had to declare what you were (jock, straight, greaser, or freak); I had been a hippie freak. And in Springfield, freaks quickly blew town for the wider world or burned out and became junkies who scored and hung out all day at Forest Park.

Patty Merinski had stayed straight. I could picture her now as a bride, emerging from St. Thomas in her long-sleeved Catholic wedding dress. There would be a flurry of confetti, the ride in a rented white limo to the inevitable reception at the Knights of Columbus Hall over on Second Street.

I’d watched that particular scene play out about a million times before. At least I knew one thing with total certainty. I would never have a wedding like that and marry some local guy. Whatever I was going to do, whatever I was going to become, it wouldn’t be that.

“Laura? Laura. Here’s your meat.” I’d been daydreaming and Mr. Merinski was trying to hand me the taped white package of dead animal flesh (I could hear Gail’s voice in my head). “Well, there you go,” he said, when I finally took it. He eyed me for a moment, like I was still ten, then wiped his hand on the bloody apron. “Now you take care, Laura. You take care of yourself.” There was something about the way he had repeated that phrase about taking care of myself. I’d lived in the neighborhood long enough to have a pretty good idea of what it was. My early return from college was being talked about, once again putting the DiStefanos in a bad light.

So what’s new? I thought, as the door to the market closed behind me with a heavy slam. The warmer air surrounded me. My family had always given the neighborhood plenty of grist for the gossip mill. Why would any of that change? I walked back up my street, past the row of houses and the Dolans’ overflowing trashcans. When I got home, I curled up on the couch like I was a kid again and watched a rerun of the Donna Reed show until supper was ready.

Much later, I tried to call Gail but the phone in our old dorm room just rang and rang until I finally hung up.
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Irish

I’d spent another whole day out there looking for a job, trying to look straight, with my hair pulled back and a navy blue skirt on, but no luck. It was hard to love McNally’s, the worst dive bar in town, but when Jane called and said, let’s have a beer, me, you, and Kimmy, it had seemed like a better deal than facing another supper with my parents, so I’d said okay.

I walked into the bar, which was already starting to fill up with regulars. Even before I sat down, there was one guy who started checking me out, big time. He’s Irish, I thought, of that specific type that can only be found in New England – where these pale-faced, blue-eyed men can drink, cause suffering, and be loved their whole lives through, no matter what. Springfield, indeed, the whole state, was full of them.

I took a seat about six stools away from him to wait for Jane and Kimmy who, like usual, were late. The Irish guy was with a group listening to a story told by a big, blond biker guy. All of the sudden the biker guy must have delivered the story’s punch line, because everybody started laughing at the same time.

As Irish laughed and casually leaned into the bar, I felt compelled to look. He was wearing a blue denim shirt, which was unbuttoned enough to expose a hairless sleek chest. His torso seemed to be hipless and totally boyish, reminding me of a picture I’d seen of Michaelango’s David, and he had legs as long and straight as a racehorse’s. Freckles, visible even in the bad bar light, were scattered across the long somewhat horsey face. The hair was shiny and the color of new pennies. He’s Irish all right, I thought. Irish as the day is long, and just as full of trouble.

He caught me watching him and gave me a wide, totally flirtatious smile. A few moments later, he left his buddies and came over to talk to me.

“You waiting for someone special tonight or what?”

“Why, are you special?” I said it sarcastically, but with just enough of a smile, so that he would know I wasn’t blowing him off.

“Well my mother thinks so. That count? Actually, I was hoping I might’ve lucked out for once in my fucking life and ended up at the right place at the right time. That is, in case you were looking…”

“Looking for what?” I interrupted him. “A guy? So I can get laid tonight? Too much trouble.”

He laughed a big rowdy laugh. “Ooh, listen to you. You are a nasty girl! You always this bad, or were you just saving it up for me? Either way, let me buy you a drink.”

He leaned that torso into the bar again, this time quite close to me. I suddenly felt reckless. How long had it been, exactly, since I’d been with somebody? Probably March, and it was almost June. I hadn’t finished my first beer but I felt buzzed sitting next to this man, and the feeling seemed to be gaining momentum, like I could just skid over whatever I’d felt that day, that week, like a flat pebble skims over deep and heavy water.

“I’m Kevin, by the way.” He reached over and grabbed my hand. Years later, I would remember the strength of that hand and the way the cuticles of the fingertips were edged with grime.

“I’m Laura.” I said. In the dark of his pupils, shiny with excitement, I could see a reflection of myself.

“You’re not from here, are you?” he said.

“Actually, I am. I was away at school for a while.”

“Where?”

“UMass, but I’m back here now.”

Just then, Jane and Kimmy walked in. They spotted me, but in observance of the universal code of conduct for chicks at a bar, they didn’t come over, since I was clearly talking to a guy I was interested in. As I looked past Kevin the Irish guy’s head, I saw Jane pointing to a booth in the back, letting me know where they were sitting in case I decided to ditch him.

The place was starting to fill up. Mick, the bartender, who had been waylaid by a group of drunken firemen, finally made his way back to our end of the bar.

“This girl,” Kevin said, “needs a drink. But if she wants something top shelf, you better tell her she’s got the wrong guy.” As if to back up that statement, he put a five-dollar bill down on the bar. Mick brought us drafts and a shot each. When I tried to pay extra for the shots, Kevin laughed and Mick just left my money on the bar.

“Don’t worry,” Mick said, winking at me. “He’s got some pull around here.”

And so the night went. Kevin was a local and a year younger than me. We determined after a protracted discussion that we had attended the same junior high school, but had never actually met before. He’d gone to Cathedral, the Catholic high school, and I hadn’t. He built fences now, for a company down on Union Street, which was close to where his family lived. I talked about how weird it was, living with my parents again. I talked about looking for a job. What I didn’t talk about was UMass, or anything that had happened there.

Several rounds later, Jane and Kimmy came over and said hello. I introduced them to Kevin, but the band was playing by then and it was hard to hear. Besides, Kevin’s hand had started to wander up and down my leg and I had to remind myself to keep breathing. We were in that first rush of what happens when things happen, so to speak.

Jane was in my left ear, almost yelling so I could hear her.

“So, Kimmy and I are going now okay? We have to go to Powers tonight. Sam’s playing.” Sam was Kimmy’s drummer boyfriend. Powers was a hole in the wall that smelled like pee or old beer, depending on the evening, and it was in Chicopee, one of the few places in the world that was actually more dismal than Springfield.

“Well I guess I’ll see you guys later,” I said, yelling back. As I turned my head to do this, Kevin began kissing the side of my face.

Jane laughed. “Yeah, looks like I’ll be seeing you later, all right. Much later. Like tomorrow,” she said. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah, it’s cool. I just want to have some fun and I know him from school, sort of. Nothing serious, just, you know…”

“Okay, I get it,” she said. But as she moved away from us, she punched Kevin’s arm with just enough force so that he turned around.

“What the hell…”

“You be good to her,” she said to him, before disappearing into the crowd. I doubted that he’d heard her.

Kevin had an apartment of his own a few blocks away, which was where we went when the bar closed. But he was letting some guy he worked with stay there with him, and that guy was already asleep in the bedroom, so we ended up in the living room, on the couch.

He never turned on the lights and he broke the zipper on my jeans trying too hard to get them off me. That didn’t exactly turn me on. In fact, it made me wonder why sex with this guy had seemed so desirable an hour before. But, I knew it was too late to change my mind. I’d had five beers and a couple of shots, and he’d had more than that and it was almost three in the morning. I prepared myself for a quick pounding. I figured at least it would be over fast, then I could go to sleep.

But it didn’t go like I thought it would. His eyes, wide and vulnerable, watched my face when he entered me.

“I want you to feel this,” he said, cupping my breasts in his hands and putting his lips around each nipple in turn, as if it was the rim of a delicate wine glass. Involuntarily, my body shuddered; I was not expecting this. When I came a few moments later, I decided to keep it to myself.

Afterwards, he got up and rolled out the couch so we could sleep.

“Who was that big fat girl, the one in the overalls, with the blond chick,” he asked me as he smoked a cigarette. “I think I’ve seen her around.”

It wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard before. He was talking about Jane the way all Springfield guys talked about her. I made him wait a moment before I said anything.

“She’s my sister.”

“Sorry.”

“Let’s just go to sleep, okay?” I turned over on my stomach to end the discussion. I didn’t want to think about Jane right now, let alone talk about her.

“No really. I’m sorry.”

“I believe you. But I’m really tired.”

“I’m an asshole sometimes. So now you know. Just don’t freak out on me about what I said, all right?” He had propped himself up on his side and was staring at me. He wanted an answer.

“Okay, I won’t.” I said it just to shut him up. He was still smoking, still watching me, when I fell asleep.
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Coffee Shop

“Hey, Sleeping Beauty, it’s eleven o’clock. Don’t you have some job interview thing? You better get up.” It was Jane’s voice, not Kevin’s. I jumped out of bed and threw my clothes on. I had left Kevin’s place at dawn but I’d fallen back to sleep when I got home that morning.

“Shit. Jane, you have to help me. I’m going to be late.” I was supposed to be downtown in a half an hour to apply for a waitressing job. The bus would take too long, so I bribed Jane into dropping me off on her way to work at Big O’s Laundry, her latest part time job.

“So how was it?” For payment, Jane was getting details of my previous night with Kevin as we drove.

“Sexually, it went better than I expected. And he’s a pretty decent guy, too.”

“How big was it?” she asked, squinting a bit into the bright sunshine that was pushing through the windshield. We weren’t talking about watermelons or snakes or even trucks. Even more than I was, Jane was obsessed with penis size.

“Big enough. You’re awful, Jane.” I tried to look peeved but I started laughing. “I just like to know these things. You said he was Irish looking and Irish guys usually have small ones. You know, like little pickles.”

“Well, this one didn’t.”

“Lucky for you, Sis.” Jane shot me a big leer of a smile as we pulled up in front of the coffee shop. “So are you gonna see him again?”

“Who knows?” I said, still giggling, as I got out of the car.

An older Greek man named Ari ran the coffee shop, called the Athena. We sat in a tiny windowless office, its walls covered with pictures of people standing in front of the white buildings and blue waters of Greece. He pointed to one of them, a dark-haired woman squinting in the sun, standing in front of a church in what was probably her wedding gown. “Tasia, my wife. She dead now.”

“I’m sorry,” I said automatically.

He continued to look at the picture. “Beautiful woman. She die in childbirth.” He sighed and looked back over at me. “Nobody understand the mind of God.”

Hearing all that personal stuff made me feel a little weird. Still, I gave him my best smile because I needed this job.

He asked me if I knew who Athena was.

“She was the goddess of wisdom in Greek mythology.” At least I remembered some things from my education.

He nodded, satisfied, then looked me up and down over the tops of his thick glasses.

“You ever waitress before?”

“Yes, all through high school. I worked at the Pancake House on Riverdale Road.”

“You do a good job there?

“Yes, I’m a hard worker.”

“Why you not at school? You look like a smart girl…”

“I went for a while, but it didn’t work out.” Ari took this information in, pursing his lips.

“These days, everybody need school. That what the United States of America all about.” I knew enough not to say anything. My grandparents had been the same way. It had been a crime not to fully exploit every opportunity for self-advancement in this country. Ari looked me over once again.

“You start tomorrow here, okay?”

It wasn’t a bad gig. The coffee shop was in the same building as the YMCA on Worthington Street. There were a lot of regulars who ate there all the time and the tips were pretty good.

I’d been working at the Athena a few days when Kevin walked in and sat down at the counter. He was sweating into his blue tee shirt and wisps of his shaggy copper hair stuck to his neck. Seeing his bare arms made me think about being in bed with him.

“You look hot,” I said. Then I flushed, realizing how what I’d said sounded.

Okay, I said to myself, this guy really does turn you on. It wasn’t just the drinks the other night.

“I walked over here.”

“You did what?”

“I walked here. My car’s fucked up.”

“You walked over the bridge?” I said, meaning the bridge over the Connecticut River, which cut the town in half.

“No, I walked on the water like Jesus Christ.” He smiled. Clearly, he felt secure in his ability to amuse me. “I wanted to see you. I called the house and your sister said you were working ‘til nine so I decided to walk.

A gaggle of old Polish ladies who were regulars sat down. I went over and got their orders. His eyes followed me as I moved around. Never had anybody paid so much attention to the way I wrestled a pie plate out of the stupid glassed-in dessert cooler.

“You could have just left a message you know,” I said when I returned. I knew I sounded snotty but I liked teasing him. Plus, it covered up how turned on I felt.

“I wanted to see you tonight,” he said. I was still getting hung up about the way he’d said tonight when he added, “We could have a beer or something when you get done.”

“Sure” I said, as my heart began to beat way too fast.

The ladies took forever to finish their pie and coffee, talking loudly in Polish. Kevin kept drinking the coffee I poured for him and waited. Finally, they left and things slowed down. When it was five of nine, I took out the broom and started to sweep.

“Who that guy? He a customer or what?” Ari said, loud enough so Kevin would hear.

“It’s all right. He’s my friend and he’s waiting for me.” I was slightly worried. Maybe Ari didn’t like the idea of somebody hanging around while we closed. But, when I went to put the broom away, he just smiled at me and said, “You tell him he a lucky guy.”
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Working Life

One night became two nights then two nights became three. Kevin and I were seeing each other, just falling into it, like you do in the beginning, magnetized by sex. I was sneaking around, leaving the house late and coming home early before anybody else was up so we could do it every night, no matter what. It had occurred to me more than once that I wasn’t fooling anybody, that when the back door creaked at dawn, my parents probably heard me come in. But these days, it didn’t seem like Sal and Margaret wanted to know too much about what I was doing. I’d already given them more than enough to think about.

At least I had the job at the Athena, which probably made them worry less about me. Working was very important to my parents. After all, and I had learned this at school, my parents could be classified socioeconomically as “working people.” Even then, I’d thought it was a weird term. It made me think of horses with fucking blinders on, trudging through the muck.

In the way my father thought about things, work wasn’t just something you did to put food on the table or pay the bills. It was about holding up your end of the bargain and making yourself useful in this world. Which was why Sal was freaking out these days. He was on the verge of losing his job at the Springfield Armory, where he’d worked for almost twenty-five years. He was also on the verge of fifty-two; not very good verges to be on, I thought, as I started getting ready for work myself.

It was almost two o’clock and I had to be at the Athena in an hour. I looked out the window to check if it was still raining and saw Jane trudging up Chestnut Street, coming home from her shift at Big O’s. She was walking next to somebody. When I realized it was Gordon Valeaux, I got a little freaked out myself.

It seemed like it was part of my sister’s nature to befriend some of the strangest, most marginal people around. She attracted them like some people attract stray dogs. Gordon, in fact, was a known weirdo who lived in the neighborhood. At twenty-five, he’d already been in and out of Northampton State Hospital a couple of times. He was a tall, hulking guy who always dressed in the same impeccably pressed pin stripe suit, black silk vest, and tan fedora, no matter what the season. Gordon’s main weirdness, however, was his way of talking in two different voices. If you ran into him, you never knew which one you’d get. There was a soft, goodie-two-shoes voice in which he’d go on and on about the weather and other banalities, then this other voice in which he’d snicker and say rather vile, gross things to you.

One time I told some premed major I knew at school about the way Gordon acted and he said it might be something called Tourette’s syndrome or else just plain old schizophrenia. At least I’d never heard of Gordon doing any of the horrible things he muttered about (one time he said he wanted to lick my cream hole), but still he was a scary guy and everybody avoided him. Everybody but Jane. From the window, I watched as she waved goodbye to him in front of the house.

“Why were you walking up the hill with Gordon Valeaux?” I said, as soon as she came in.
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