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“When a tree is cut down and reveals its naked death-wound to the sun, one can read its whole history in the luminous, inscribed disk of its trunk: in the rings of its years, its scars, all the struggle, all the suffering, all the sickness, all the happiness and prosperity stand truly written, the narrow years and the luxurious years, the attacks withstood, the storms endured.”


—Hermann Hesse, Bäume: Betrachtungen und Gedichte





“I shook my family tree and a bunch of nuts fell out.”


—My mom’s Facebook feed
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THE PIT



Rows of orange people sit handcuffed in a beige room. One of them is my mother.


I squint at the TV that the bailiff has rolled in on a cart. The people aren’t orange, their jumpsuits are. My shoulder presses against my sister’s on the hardwood bench we share, our legs shaking in unison as the heels of our stilettos patter urgently against the courtroom’s marble floor, a mix of nerves and shivers fueled by the pounding, midsummer air-conditioning. I tilt my head at the screen, trying to figure out which of these neon uniforms contains our mom, trying to confirm this is real.


Mom is on closed-circuit television and not here in person, which blurs that confirmation. She is not Mom. She is TV Mom. Fuzzy and orange like a peach—or the flesh of a mango.


First-appearance hearings aren’t like they look on Law & Order. There was no perp walk today, no flashing cameras or microphone-pushing reporters as we ducked our faces in shame. It’s just me and Amber sitting in a half-empty courtroom with my friend who’s our attorney and this blurry flat screen that plays our new reality.


It shows a room speckled with inmates in the jail on the other side of the railroad tracks. These potential criminals are kept separate from us, the law-abiding do-gooders who make up this downtown courtroom. They are not like us. We are not like them.


They sit on rows of metal benches lined up like the pews of a church. They wear white socks, sandals, and coveralls the color of traffic cones. Most stare at the floor beneath their feet. TV Mom stares off in the distance, even as her name is called and mispronounced, Ho-SEH-fee-nuh Toe-MEHT-ick, even as the prison guard takes her by the arm and leads her to the microphone so she can speak with the judge in our courtroom.


TV Mom still looks like Mom. Even with the wild hair, the jumpsuit, the shackles binding her wrists and ankles. When the guard nudges her, TV Mom winces like she’s been shocked. She shrugs her arm out of the guard’s grip, saying something that sounds like “Don’t freaking touch me.” Each word becomes clearer, louder, as she approaches the mic. I hold my breath and lean into my sister.


“Dude, she doesn’t even have her hearing aids in,” Amber whispers, her body warm against mine as our legs continue to flutter.


“I know. She can’t make out any of this.”


The judge starts in about Mom’s charge: firing a missile into an occupied dwelling, vehicle, building, or aircraft. Or, as we’ve come to know it in our family: The 2015 Mango Missile Crisis. Our attorney tells us missile is, in this case, a good thing, that even though it makes Mom sound like an assassin, it’s better than firearm, which would mean a mandatory twenty years in prison.


TV Mom stands behind the thin lectern, staring directly into the camera. The fingers of her cuffed hands interlace under the belly of her orange suit.


Mom has spent the night in the Lee County Stockade, a crude Old Florida prison where, just a few years ago, inmates shared open-air cells swarming with mosquitoes. She really does look like a mango, like an overripe one left to rot in someone else’s yard. Her face is gnarled. Her pockmarked cheeks and thick moles stand out in the jail’s harsh fluorescent light. Fits of hair jut from her head like threads of wire.


I realize that to the uninitiated she looks unhinged. Amber and I know: This is just Mom.


When I think of my mother, I don’t see her, I feel her. She’s a stake driven deep into the ground, the kind you see tethering newly planted trees and disaster tarps in place. She has kept our family from toppling sideways while punching a hole clean through our middle.


I have never seen my mother wear a stitch of makeup. Not a swipe of mascara, not a touch of blush. Unlike me, she has nothing to hide. She cuts her own hair with a Flowbee she’s kept in the olive-green bathroom for the better part of two decades. Once a month she hacks off her fingernails while standing over the kitchen sink, picking them from the crevices they fly off to, then squirting them down the drain with the spray nozzle.


The judge talks through bail and discusses Mom’s potential flight risk. Our attorney, one of my oldest friends, points to me and Amber. He tells the judge our brother, Arthur—the third and final of Mom’s As—has work but wanted to be here. He assures the judge that Mom has a loving family, that we will keep her safe, hold her accountable. I wince when he says “loving,” at least in my head. On the outside I smile, no teeth, big eyes, as I’ve taught myself to.


I am wearing a pencil skirt, silk blouse, and ivory cardigan. The diamond earrings Mom gave me when I graduated from the University of Florida thirteen years ago dot my earlobes. My hair has been blow-dried and flat-ironed and finished with sprays that make it as glossy as water. In the hall, before entering the courtroom, I dabbed on another layer of lip gloss, a neutral pinkish beige that wouldn’t detract from the subtly smoky eyes I painted on earlier. After taking my seat, I placed the ivory tote that matches my ivory heels squarely in my lap so as not to take up more room than needed.


I don’t dress up often for work. When I’m not reviewing a restaurant or on assignment for my beat as a food writer, I’m usually in a ratty T-shirt and too-short shorts that I tug at self-consciously when the UPS driver knocks, disrupting my work-from-home routine. But I can play the part when the situation demands. Playing the part is the beat of my life, be it the part of loving daughter, model courtroom attendee, concerned citizen, or, today, all three.


The judge seems to mull this over, this loving family of ours. TV Mom threatens to rat us out, to strip us of our lip gloss and cardigans and lay our collective dysfunction bare. She rambles on about her diabetes, her insulin pump, her blood sugar. Her voice gets louder. My smile fades.


“I am going to freaking die in here! And you people don’t give a goddamn shit!”


“Ms. Toe-MEHT-ick, please,” the judge says, voice booming.


If I were a different person, I’d correct him: “It’s Tometich, Your Honor. JOE-suh-fee-nuh TAW-muh-titch.”


Our attorney-friend apologizes on our collective, loving behalf. TV Mom keeps rambling.


I lean away from Amber as tears nip the corners of my eyes, blurring the scene playing out on this television. I blink them back, hold them in. I make myself watch. TV Mom is Mom. This is real.


When Mom called from jail that morning, I didn’t freak out. If thirty-five years with my mother has taught me anything, it is not to freak out. I called my sister, my brother, that close friend who’s a defense attorney.


I led with: Mom shot a man’s car window out.


I followed with: He was messing with her mangoes.


They got it.


I know Mom loves us. In her own Josefina Tometich way. I’m equally certain she loves her mango trees—deeply, fondly, unabashedly. I’d put her banana trees in a close second for her tropical affections, followed by her atis, calamansi, avocado, and tamarind trees. If her pineapples are fruiting, that throws it all off.


The tidy suburban Southwest Florida yard of my childhood has become a tropical menagerie. For Mom it’s a numbers game. Plant enough things, and surely one or two—or two hundred—will take root. Plant enough things, and maybe this faraway world she’s in will feel a tad more like her Philippines birthplace.


Her yard she can control. Her philandering white husband and all-too-Americanized children she could not, no matter how hard she tried.


As word spread of this Fort Myers grandmother shooting it out over mangoes, possibly the most Florida of Oh, Florida stories that month, my phone rang. The name of my newspaper’s breaking-news reporter glowed across the screen as it vibrated in my hand. I answered on the third buzz.


“I guess you heard,” I said, trying to sound chipper as I sat in my car in the parking lot of the courthouse after Mom’s first appearance, wondering if I had enough funds on any of my credit cards to post bail.


I nodded as he spoke, kicking myself for never changing my byline. I’d been married for seven years. Legally I was Annabelle Martin, but I still wrote as Annabelle Tometich. I should’ve known better by then. Tometiches can never be normal.


I spent my childhood making sure this Tometich faded into the background. I never sat too close to the front or too far in the back of my classes. I was never goth or preppy or hippie. My style was my lack of style: jeans that looked like everyone else’s jeans; tanks and tees that could belong to any Amy/Ashley/Angie. I curated this look as carefully as I did my courtroom look, to show the world that there was nothing to see here! I thought my fake Keds and 5-7-9 baby-doll dresses made me perfectly normal, perfectly average, as much as a towering half-Filipina girl can be in a county named for Robert E. Lee.


And yet here I was with that one thing all other writers want: name recognition.


Shit.


I could see the headline: “Mother of Restaurant Critic Jailed for Mango Shoot-out.” I’d click on that. “Mango” is the kicker. Anyone can get into a shoot-out. This is America. But a mango shoot-out? Get ready to go viral. “Restaurant critic” ensures this bit of clickbait will get bites. It’s more tempting than “food writer,” which is what I mostly do. Folks will wonder if they know this critic. Their shoulders will slump slightly when they realize they’ve never, ever heard of me.


That’s the one thing I’ve done right. While I write recipes and chef profiles under my own byline, I write my restaurant reviews under a pseudonym, Jean Le Boeuf. The fake name is meant to sound French and pretentious. It’s meant to hide me. I appreciate that now more than ever.


I shook my head and tried to collect my thoughts, reorganize them, layer this new narrative carefully into the structure of my painstakingly curated life.


“That’s my kooky mama,” I said, trying to keep my tone cheerful, trying to be the same upbeat person I expect myself to be, the girl who can roll with the punches, the one Tometich who never loses her cool. Certainly not over a mango.


“I’m so sorry, Annabelle.”


My colleague sounded calm, businesslike. I tried to match his tone but couldn’t.


“You have to write something, huh?”


The question came out despite my best efforts.


“I mean, of course you have to, but, you know, it’s like a thing then, like a sure thing,” I stammered. “There will definitely be a story.”


Each word was a statement and a question, a certainty rimmed with foolish hope.


There was a half beat of silence, and then I went on, rushing through the rest, because this phone call was just a courtesy. The story would be written. I would not get a say.


“Yeah, of course there will be. I know how it works,” I said. “I just, you know, please be fair. I know you’ll be fair. So, yeah, thank you. Thank you so much for the call.”


“Of course,” my colleague said, sounding like every teacher and adult figure from my childhood: patient and levelheaded as they gauged my ability to handle what stood in front of me.


Business over, his tone softened.


“Is your mom OK? Did she really shoot at that guy—over a mango?”


My head nodded. “Of course she did,” I wanted to say. “You have no idea what that tree means to her.” Instead, I stayed silent. This isn’t the kind of thing that can be explained over the phone. I thought about the right way to answer. I kept it short, cool, honest.


“It’s complicated,” I said. And I meant it.













PART I



The Seed
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CHAPTER 1



Fort Myers


Nobody’s from Fort Myers.


That’s what people say when they learn I was born here, that I still live here, that I write for the newspaper I grew up reading.


Some people achieve nobodiness, stumbling through wholly unexceptional lives, until it engulfs them. Other people, people like me, are born nobodies. Born into bodies that can’t be neatly categorized, into skins that aren’t quite Black or brown or white, into shapes that aren’t Asian, with features that are.


I am a nobody by virtue of birthright and birthplace. A nobody, squared.


Fort Myers is a place without context. A clod of swamp torn from the hands of the Calusa and Seminoles, drained, razed, and carbon-copied from the cities surrounding it. A bit of Tampa. A bit of Miami. We’ll name it for Abraham C. Myers, a Jewish Confederate colonel who’s never actually been here. We’ll call it Fort Myers. It’ll be a stop on the Tamiami Trail (see what we did there?), a place to rest, not a place to stay.


The people who spend time in Fort Myers, here on Florida’s southern Gulf Coast, are from Michigan, Massachusetts, Minnesota. Meaningful places. They fly south each winter to escape their frozen hometowns. They use their pensions to snap up parcels of this copycatted paradise a quarter acre at a time. They build ticky-tacky houses picked from catalogues, three-twos with pools shaped like jelly beans for the one week of spring when the grandkids visit. They landscape their yards with exotic ornamentals from Asia and South America, sprawling invaders that take over the native species, swallowing this land, this sun, as they multiply unchecked.


They call themselves “snowbirds.” They arrive in a great migration each fall. Come spring, they flit off to where the grass is greener, unwilling to tolerate the summer’s choking heat. Unwilling to endure the season’s house-rattling thunderstorms and bloodthirsty mosquitoes. Unable to imagine summer here could be more; as sweet as lychees, as bright as mangoes glistening in the sun. Come spring, they fly back to their real homes up north, where people are Somebodies.


My parents weren’t from Fort Myers.


Mom came from Manila, a city two hundred times the size of Fort Myers. I imagine her plane as it landed at our one-strip airport in 1978. I see the old her, the pre-motherhood Mom, stepping onto the sweltering tarmac. A twenty-seven-year-old version of herself, springy and lithe, soaking in the familiar heat in bell-bottoms and big sunglasses, a Filipina Eva Gabor surveying the “Green Acres” of her new home, still unaware of its terrors. Unaware that she was less a pioneer and more a piece of infrastructure, a tool slapped with a MADE IN THE PHILIPPINES label. The Asian model, far less expensive than the MADE IN THE USA one. My mom was a means of keeping these snowbirds in good health. She was an IV pole that could speak, a crutch that could calculate antibiotic dosages.


My mother never wanted to be a nurse. She wanted to be an engineer, to design, create, perfect. As the oldest of seven children living in inner-city Manila, Mom renounced most of her wants before she could get to know them. As soon as she could wipe a butt or boil a pot of rice, she lost herself, absorbed by the needs of others. The only want Mom clung to was escape. In the Philippines, that meant nursing.


In the 1960s, the Manila Educational & Exchange Placement Service ran ads in newspapers and magazines. One showed the Philippine flag as a basket cradling brochures for Canada, Europe, and the USA.


I imagine Mom reading the ad after volleyball practice at the Catholic high school her grandmother paid for, the one where Mom perfected her English so that any hint of a Filipino accent disappeared, after riding a packed bus through roiling city smog, after returning to her two-room home with its roof of corrugated tin to feed and bathe her siblings and tuck them into bed on the two threadbare mattresses they shared head-to-toe-to-head like sardines. I see Mom curled up on a thin mat on the dirt floor in the flickering light of a kerosene lamp, rubbing her youngest sister’s back with one hand, holding the pages of newsprint in the other.


Dear nurse, the ad began, If you’re not happy wherever you are right now, why not take the easy way out and go someplace else.… We can’t promise you’ll find happiness but we can help you chase it all over the place.


It listed an address and a five-digit phone number.


I imagine Mom committing them to her photographic memory, tucking them into a file in her mind somewhere near her mom’s nilagang recipe and her cousin Nestor’s birthday: Nursing. Or maybe a few slots before those, in the H section: Happiness.


Mom has a frightening memory. She never owned a textbook. Her family couldn’t afford them. When she borrowed one from a teacher, library, or friend, she memorized it. She took notes on the words and filed the graphs and charts in her snapshot brain. When exam time came, Mom was the person students went to with questions, not the teachers. In a place of so little, this—this was something big.


The United States needed nurses. The Philippines needed the money work-abroad nurses sent home to their families. Manila was being rubbed out by the brutal first decade of Ferdinand Marcos’s rule. The US was the land of the free.


It was a no-brainer for my mother: Pick freedom. Chase happiness. Be Somebody.


Or at least try.


My father was an only child.


I’m tempted to stop there.


I knew my dad for only nine years. I often wonder if I’m remembering him or Magnum P.I., whose eight seasons overlapped neatly with Lou Tometich’s fatherhood.


My dad’s dad, Lou Tometich Sr., was an immigrant who fled war-torn Yugoslavia and escaped to the US, sort of like Mom. Dad’s mother was Josephine Tometich, another Jo, a frail and placid-looking woman who’d spit out an embarrassment of profanities if you dared cross her. They raised their son in Woods Hole, Massachusetts, a Meaningful place in the southwest corner of Cape Cod.


I don’t know if they wanted more children but couldn’t have them or if, as Dad once said, they were so thrilled with him, they saw no point in trying again.


They gave my father everything my mother never had: a bed, new clothes, textbooks. Dad repaid his parents by smoking copious amounts of pot and losing himself in booze. He flunked out of Syracuse University, then followed his mom and dad south to their retirement home in North Fort Myers.


When they didn’t blink at his heady lifestyle—anybody can be an alcoholic stoner—Dad revolted in a different way. He forsook drinking, drugs, and his mother’s WASPiness. He sought enlightenment. A holier kind of rebellion. He joined the Baha’í faith, memorizing prayers from Bahá’u’lláh and the writings of Shoghi Effendi. Gramma accused him of becoming a Muslim, told him he’d lost his goddamn mind. And then she wrote him checks for rent and groceries. Money was her tool, the one she used to keep her only child from slipping too far into nobodiness.


My father spent this money on flip-flops and corduroy shorts that showed off his pearly white thighs, a look that said: on permanent vacation. When I was an infant, he had a bushy lumberjack beard. He played tennis in gold Ray-Bans and Reebok low-tops that he polished to a glossy sheen between matches. His too-tight T-shirts read ONE PLANET ONE PEOPLE PLEASE and WORLD CITIZEN.


Dad pursued whichever passion called him at any given time. He snapped pictures of pelicans and egrets and developed the film in a closet-turned-darkroom in the tiny apartment he rented in Lou Sr.’s name. He bought a guitar and performed Bob Dylan covers. His biggest gig was a friend’s backyard wedding. They paid him in Swedish meatballs and imitation crab.


Dad never had a plan. He was the kind of Somebody who didn’t need one. He moved to Fort Myers to stay close to his true source of income, his parents, no matter how much he rebelled against them. This was, perhaps, my dad’s defining struggle: his desire to divorce himself from his WASPy roots without losing the WASPy privileges they entailed.


My dad’s Somebodiness was his burden, an anchor from which he couldn’t untether. He was born into privilege, molded by it. He needed it. And he hated that.


I sometimes wonder if that is what drew him to my mom, a woman born from nothing. A woman who carved her own path and made her own way. A woman so polarly opposite of him, she left him in awe.


Dad rebelled by quitting school. Mom rebelled by excelling at it.


Dad couldn’t bear to leave his parents’ sides. Mom couldn’t bear to stay.


Dad lived off his parents most of his life. Mom supported hers until the days they died.


When I was old enough to ask about such things, Mom told me Dad made the first move. He asked her out over french fries in the cafeteria of the hospital where they worked, he as an orderly, she as an intensive-care nurse. He invited her to a friend’s party, super casual.


I imagine them making small talk over Cheez Whiz and Hawaiian Punch, swapping stories about their backgrounds, realizing it was true: Nobody’s from Fort Myers! The host of the party was from Indiana. His girlfriend was from Maryland. The guy from radiology was there, too. He was from New York.


My parents didn’t kiss that night. Mom said they didn’t even hold hands. I believe her. They weren’t looking for love, they were looking for context: Dad for his rebellion, Mom for her across-the-globe move.


Mom needed to create her own infrastructure in this new world. She needed her own tool, one made in the USA that would clear her path to a green card and citizenship. I think Dad saw Mom as a tool as well—a crowbar that could finally wrench him free of his parents, one last act of revolt.


I sometimes wonder if my siblings and I are divine accidents. Maybe divine punishments. My parents having sex feels gross, sure, but also impossible.


Can screaming make babies? Can punching a man in the eye get you pregnant? What about kneeing him in the groin for playing computer games instead of mowing the lawn? I’d think that would have the opposite effect.


When I ask Mom what attracted her to Dad, she shrugs. I can’t tell if her indifference means the answer is obvious or unknowable. This spoiled-rebel only child had flaws, but he was assuredly a Somebody. My father knew this as well as he knew his tennis-shoe size. He knew it by his white skin, by his penis—the Somebody prerequisites of 1978.


Mom, on the other hand, was taught repeatedly that she was nothing in the US. By her mother-in-law. By the patients who demanded white nurses and refused her care. By the doctors who ignored her perfect score on the board exam, who ignored her in general until a bedpan was full.


When a Somebody weds a nobody, there is tumult. It’s hot air slamming against cold, spinning off great thunderstorms and cyclones that destroy all they touch. The snowbirds feared these storms. They winged back to their northern nests when foul weather threatened, boarded up their ticky-tacky houses, and tied down their exotic ornamentals before fleeing, hoping they’d have something to return to.


Those who stayed claimed there was nothing to fear. Batten down the hatches. Ride it out. Those who stayed often didn’t have a choice. They’d waded too deep into this swamp. Its muck held them tight.


Along with destruction, these storms brought rain. Rain brought growth; it turned twiggy branches into flowers, and flowers into fruits. These fruits often rotted in the snowbirds’ yards, too exotic for their Yankee taste buds. That’s if they weren’t first gobbled up by tropical natives eager for a bite of home.


Eleven months after my parents’ wedding day, I was born in a small rental house east of the railroad tracks. In Fort Myers.


“Wow,” I hear you saying, “but nobody’s from Fort Myers.”


And you’re right. Nobody is.
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CHAPTER 2



Caloosahatchee


Dad’s Dakota-beige Volkswagen Rabbit rumbles across the Edison Bridge and over the Caloosahatchee, the back seat piled with the remnants of our rental house and with me, a toddler who should be in a car seat but is instead wedged between a box of books and the Rabbit’s rattling back door. Our new home is off Moody Road, near Dad’s parents in North Fort Myers. It’s on the right side of the railroad tracks but the wrong side of the river.


Below us, the Caloosahatchee’s waters flow clear brown like sun tea, stained by native mangrove tannins and the rotting debris from so many exotic plants. It streams from Lake Okeechobee at the center of Florida to the sugar-sand beaches of the Gulf of Mexico, where its dark contents muddy the turquoise waves.


“People who don’t know better call it the Caloosahatchee River,” Dad tells me as I survey the waters, how they sparkle in the sunny spots, how they’re flat and dark in the cloudy ones.


“But in the Calusa language, hatchee means river,” he says, taking a drag of his Marlboro Red, then leaning his head out the hand-cranked window and exhaling, to keep the smoke out of my hair and Mom’s bloodhound nose later.


“They’re saying Caloosa River River. That’s stupid. We just say Caloosahatchee. That’s how you know who the locals are.”


I am their anchor. I make us locals.
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CHAPTER 3



Rituals


I wear a white dress trimmed with yellow eyelets. My matching bloomers pinch the tops of my chubby thighs.


This is my first semiclear memory. It’s the memory I go to when I flip through the Rolodex of my mind, this inaugural entry that’s always reliably there. White doughnut-shaped stickers reinforce the holes punched at the top of this memory, lest it fly loose into oblivion. Its ragged edges are lined by tape smudged with people’s fingerprints; Mom’s are sharp and clear, Dad’s faint, fading. It’s my memory, and it’s not.


I stand on the wooden deck outside our dining room, cupping my hands over my face as I press it against our sliding glass door. Mom stands in the kitchen in a sundress. Its spaghetti straps are knotted in bows at her shoulders. Their long ends unfurl down her tawny arms.


Mom’s not in a muumuu or her nurse’s whites. Today is different.


I was inside moments earlier. I sat on the Formica counter patterned with eggshell cracks, next to a bowl lined with paper towels and Mom’s just-fried lumpia. I watched her cook, breathing in the steam of chicken stock and sautéed cabbage that I’d already come to associate with celebrations.


Mom pulled a sheaf of rice noodles from the woven sack in the pantry. She eased them into her boiling stock, her pancit almost done, then went back to plucking chicken meat from steaming bones with her flameproof fingers as I watched, bored, my hands too weak to help.


I started by bouncing my legs, swinging my bare feet in the air but stopping them before they banged the doors of the cabinets and got me in trouble. Then, hands halfway under my thighs, I shuffled along the counter, closer and closer to the stove.


“Ay nako, Annabelle Marie, you are going to get burned! Don’t you know that!”


I winced, wondering if there would be more. A smack to my calves, a house slipper removed and whipped at my backside. But Mom stopped at ay nako.


Ay nako is not bad. Ay nako means Mom’s annoyed, like when Gramma says “Oh, Lordy.” Punyeta, that’s bad. Pakshet means Mom’s had it, start running. But ay nako, I can live with. Mom’s in too good a mood to be punyeta mad. It’s this new house, this new kitchen. She lowers me to the floor and sends me here to the outside.


In the glass door I see my reflection, an alternate me that is still inside with Mom. I knock. I cup my eyes to shield them from the sun. I look for Mom. She dries a pot and then her hands, smoothing the front of her sundress. I wave. Mom smiles, crooked teeth and crinkled eyes, the real deal. She gives me the A-OK sign.


Today could be the day.


I have a lot of rituals as a kid. Walking these red deck planks—step on a crack, break your mom’s back—is the first I remember.


I squint against the thick late-morning sun. I look down at the slats of the deck, where the world seems clearer. I choose the thickest plank.


One sandal in front of the next, I walk the beam like Mary Lou Retton, right hand thrown high in the air, the other flung out to my side for balance. There is no furniture out here yet, just Dad’s shiny black kettle grill with its tripod legs, plus a built-in bench that rises from the deck’s far end. I’ve never made it past the grill, not on move-in day, nor on any of the days after, when Dad marched at my side, when he unknowingly imparted to me the vital importance of this balancing act.


“Step on a crack, break your mommy’s back,” he said, his arms out like airplane wings. “Step on two cracks, break your daddy’s back!”


Could it be that easy? Maybe. Our family seems to crack and break all the time, mostly at night, when the air cools and makes space for my parents’ hot tempers. I can handle Mom cracking. She is made of steel with flameproof hands. She doesn’t play kid games on the patio. If she cracked, she’d weld herself back together, no sweat.


But Dad is softer, more tender—so easily breakable. His pale skin needs hats and long sleeves and thick smears of sunscreen to protect it from the pounding sun. Dad can’t handle the heat. I figure that’s why he never cooks and rarely mows the lawn, why he hides away at his computer desk in the dark. He’s so fragile.


Me, I’m somewhere in between: delicate but capable. In this mixed-up childhood head of mine, I believe avoiding these cracks can stop us from breaking.


I take another step and another. As the grill moves out of view, my breath quickens. I’m so close. I thrust my tongue out in concentration, biting it lightly in place along my right cheek. I have touched only the one plank. If I can make it to the bench, touching just this one strip, I think it may change things. There will be no yelling. No breaking.


Then I see something curling up from between the planks ahead of me, something inky black and slithery. I don’t know what it is, only that it scares me. I turn and run back to the slider, stepping on crack after crack. Mom meets me at the door, and I crack open and spill out tears. “It was just a black racer,” she tells me. “It won’t hurt you.” But it’s too late. I was close but not close enough.


Mom works days at the hospital, and Dad works nights, handing off baby me and then toddler me between shifts like a relay baton. One bleary-eyed from work. The other bleary-eyed from parenting. A quick kiss at the moment of transfer. One duty bleeding into the next.


This handoff, those bleary eyes, they afford me freedom; time to flip through the ten touch-button channels on our Zenith, time to explore. When I get hungry, things can get complicated. Dad sleeps like the dead. I push him, sit on him, peel his heavy arms up from the bed by his fingers and then watch them flop back down, lost in the puffy comforter.


Eventually I give up.


I traipse into the kitchen to gather eggs, milk, and butter from the fridge. I climb onto the counter I’m not supposed to climb on and pull the jar of flour from the corner. Crouched on the Formica like a gargoyle, knees to ears, I stir my ingredients into a messy paste with my hands and Mom’s favorite wooden spoon. I turn on the stove, pushing the dial right instead of left, all the way to high. I’ve seen Dad make pancakes every weekend. I get most of it right—except for the bowl and pan parts. I mix everything directly on the counter, then slop it onto the electric burner, watching the dry patches of flour slip like sand between the rings of the heating element. The stove hums steadily as it warms. I see the rings glow red beneath my splotches of batter. The paste crackles and hisses. Tendrils of smoke snake up from between the coils in warning.


The flames start small, little sparks dancing from one dry bit of flour to the next. I wonder for a second if I’m flameproof like Mom. Then a chunk explodes, shooting an orange fireball into the air, singeing my face. Nope, I am not.


I stumble and lose my balance on the counter. I fall forward into the stove. My right hand lands atop the melting, smoking paste. It sinks through to the glowing coils. I try to pull it back and I can’t. It sticks, flesh fusing with metal. Piercing shrieks fill my ears.


They’re my own.


I come to on the other side of the kitchen, clutching the singed flesh of my right hand with my left, holding my wound close to my heart as I curl my body against the cream linoleum floor. Dad stands at the stove, his legs and feet wet with water. I wonder where he came from, if maybe he, too, has superpowers like Mom.


Dad scoops me up and kisses the top of my head. He takes me to the master bathroom and sets me on the counter as he fills the tub with cool water. He eases me in and inspects my mangled right hand. He grabs the beige portable phone to call Mom.


“I was really hungry,” I tell him.


“I can see that.”


“Is she going to be mad?”


“Probably just at me.”


Mom’s back before Dad’s finished cleaning my wound. She rushes in, still in her nurse’s whites. She grabs me and scans me with her dark eyes without showering first. She always showers first. I think of the germs and dirt that must still be covering her, the ones she warns me about every other night when she comes home from work and tells me not to touch her. I wonder why it’s OK for them to get on me now. Maybe Mom forgot. I think of them on me, crawling and growing. I shrug out of her grasp in time for the fighting to start.


Dad thinks we should go to the hospital. Mom thinks he’s an idiot. She reminds him we’re not made of money, that he just bought a brand-new freaking computer without even freaking asking her. “Punyeta ka!”


She’s punyeta mad. I start to cry again. I cry at what’s to come, the inevitability of it.


The fighting doesn’t start in earnest until after my wound has been properly cleaned and bandaged, till after we’ve eaten lunch—Jesus Christ, Louis! It’s eleven a.m.! Of course your daughter is starving!—fried Spam, tomatoes, and rice, my and Mom’s favorite. Mom sends me to my room with an orange Popsicle. She tells me to close my door. I suck on my ice pop as it begins, a trickle of unanswerable questions and words I’m not allowed to repeat.


“How could you? For fuck sake, Louis.” This trickle becomes steadier, harder. The same questions and bad words but louder, faster.


“HOWCOULDYOUFORFUCKSAKELOUIS!”


When people say things louder, that makes them mean more. I know this as well as I know my numbers or the answers to the jokes on my Popsicle sticks. The screaming turns into banging. I hear something shatter. I feel the floor beneath me rattle with one boom and then another.


I pretend it’s a storm. Storms are normal. Especially in Southwest Florida. They’re so normal, we keep track of the biggest ones on a map taped to the door of the garage.


We get the maps from Publix each spring, Dad and I, with our bags of groceries and glass bottles of Coke. We take down last year’s map, carefully stowing the colorful pushpins in Dad’s tool chest. We stick up the new map, fresh and clean and free of holes. When the season’s first tropical storm appears on the radar, we count out the latitude and longitude points as printed in the newspaper. Dad glides one index finger up from the bottom of the map, the other left to right along the side. Where his fingers meet, I pop in a pushpin. A series of red ones for this storm, dotting its path west and then north, maybe yellow pins for the next storm, maybe blue for the one following.


There are always more storms. They churn in the Atlantic to our right, in the Gulf of Mexico to our left, in the Florida Straits beneath us.


“If we know where they are, we can prepare for them,” Dad says, as we press another Hurricane Diana pin into the papery expanse of ocean to our east.


The storms that roll through our house don’t afford me such luxuries. They can be sensed but not tracked: the shifts in air pressure, the gusts of yelling that cause animals and small children to seek shelter.


Still stuck in my shelter as this current storm rages, I set my Popsicle stick on my pillow. I pull my yellow-and-white-checked quilt across my lap and start counting its squares: eight across, twelve down. Each yellow square is printed with nine white polka dots; three rows of three. I run my fingers along them—three up, three down, three diagonal. I count them, again and again, one two three, one two three, one two three. I count until the numbers are all I can hear, until I can’t keep my eyes open, until this storm passes.


I feel a calloused hand on my forehead. I know it’s Mom before I open my eyes. I know it’s time for our nightly routine, that which can never be skipped, even with a burned hand and a storm-ravaged house.


“Ay nako, look at you,” Mom says.


She seems weathered as she tugs the Popsicle stick from my tangled hair and pulls my bandaged hand from the rainbow belly of my Care Bear. She holds my hand gingerly as she leads me the nine steps—three to the door, three down the hall, three to the sink—from my bed to the bathroom and tosses the stick into the mustard-yellow trash bin.


She grabs a bar of Dial and wets and cleans my good hand. She dries it on a taupe towel printed with mustard-yellow flowers that match our mustard-yellow toilet. She wets a washcloth and cleans the fingers of my burned hand, making sure the bandages are still to her liking. She squirts Aquafresh onto my toothbrush, plops it into my mouth, and checks the second hand on the thin gold watch encircling her wrist.


“Two minutes,” she says.


Usually I’d whine. Tonight I do as she says.


As I clumsily scrub my teeth left-handed, Mom runs a hairbrush through my sticky tangles. Twenty strokes on the left side, twenty on the right, twenty more on the back, a bonus ten to work out the orange goo. I count them quietly under my breath, a check to Mom’s accuracy, which never fails. Mom doesn’t need to count. Each stroke feels programmed into her, part of her wiring. She checks her watch and tells me to spit. She plucks a paper cup from the Snoopy dispenser on the counter, fills it with water, and tells me to drink. When I finish, I place the cup back in the dispenser to Mom’s smiling approval. It’s a brand-new paper cup. It’s got another week of life, easy.


Mom kneels down and scoops my face up with her hands. She inspects my teeth, scratching each one with her long nails to scrape the shaggy bits of plaque from my gumline. She checks behind my ears for crud. She drags the curved nail of her index finger across the folds of my neck. She scrapes out a bit of dirt, burnt flour maybe, and holds it to the fluorescent lights overhead.


“Libag,” she tsks, shaking her head.


That means “face dirt” in the language Mom speaks late at night on the phone. It’s one of the only other words of hers I know, along with punyeta and pakshet and ay nako. Mom almost never speaks to me in her phone language unless she can’t help herself.


“You will take a bath in the morning. You cannot be burnt and dirty.”


I nod. Then I wait for the last part of our routine because it’s my favorite.


Mom smooths my ebony hair again. She runs her thumb and index finger down the bridge of my nose, coaxing it outward, like pinching Play-Doh into a ridge. She squeezes the bulbous tip, then moves her fingers to my nostrils, pinching them shut. She holds them there as I breathe through my mouth. She checks the gold watch on her wrist again. When enough time has passed, maybe a minute, maybe more, she lets my nostrils go. We look in the mirror to see if my nose is thin and pretty yet. I tilt my head down and from side to side, checking for progress, silently wondering if Mom’s nose, which is broad and flat like a mushroom, is the source of her superpowers; if this is an attempt to keep me weak.


But Mom pinches at her own nose, too. If it is the source of her powers, she seems happy to be rid of them. I try to squeeze her nostrils, but my little fingers aren’t strong enough. Mom laughs, and I smile.


She really is made of steel.
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CHAPTER 4



Heartbeats


The rhythmic laughter of the live studio audience fills our living room.


Gramma sits in Dad’s overstuffed armchair, sucking the chocolate from a bowl of Raisinets nestled in her lap. I watch her as she watches the practical-jokes show, laughing along with Dick Clark and Ed McMahon. I see her clack her dentures and scratch at her wig. I think she’s hilarious, with her pretend teeth and pretend hair. I wonder why Mom hates her.


Mom and Dad return smack in the middle of prime-time TV. Gramma looks annoyed when she hears the Volkswagen pull in. She tells me to turn up the volume. I run to the TV and happily obey.


I’m still watching Gramma watch the Zenith when the door opens, my knees tucked into the oversize T-shirt she’s put on me as a nightgown. Mom sinks down next to me on the couch. I sense her warmth, the Ivory soap smell of her skin. I hear Dad’s camera clicking, capturing the moment from behind his lens.


“This is your sister,” Mom says as I look up from my Gramma trance to see a wriggling bundle of blankets. “This is Amber.”


Am-ber. I break the word into its syllables as Mom’s taught me to. I roll them around in my head. They feel unfair. Amber’s such a better name than Annabelle. It’s easy and uncomplicated. It’s like Abby, the blond girl from down the street. Or Carrie, Abby’s blue-eyed sister. I look at this swaddled, jumbo egg roll, and my head goes cloudy with jealousy. Why couldn’t I have been an Amber?


Dad named me after Edgar Allan Poe’s final poem, a ballad of loss and eternal love. A poem I hear him whispering under his breath sometimes, always the first verse and only the first verse; saying it to himself the way one might hum a show tune.


It was many and many a year ago, In a kingdom by the sea, That a maiden there lived whom you may know, By the name of Annabel Lee; And this maiden she lived with no other thought, Than to love and be loved by me.


Mom got to name Amber.


“I just liked the name Amber,” Mom will tell the well-wishers who stop by with bouquets of flowers and sacks of diapers. “There was no sad poem or whatever.” She drags the word poem into po-em, giving it two syllables, too.


Mom hands me the wiggly blankets. I look at this baby with her deep, curious eyes. I’m thankful they’re as dark and brown as my own, that we at least have that much in common. This bundle we call Amber peers back at me. She studies me as I study her, sizing each other up.


Who is this stranger? Why is Mom fussing over her? Why is Dad taking her picture?


I was here first, I think.


Amber starts to wail.


“I’m here now,” her cries seem to answer.


Amber’s skin is fair, almost pearly. Mom’s Filipino friends ooh and ahh over it, calling her mestiza and tisoy, words they’ve never used with me. Words that I assume mean “beautiful.” They run their fingers up her lily arms and snowy legs. I look at mine, earthy and brown like my mother’s.


Mom says we’re exactly alike, Amber and me. She says it’s my job to look out for Amber, and her job to look out for both of us.


“What’s Daddy’s job?”


“God only knows.”


Mom gets our ears pierced when Amber’s six months old and I’m four and a half. She buys us tiny matching studs of diamond and gold, knowing we’ll lose them, but wanting our jewelry to be real.


“I don’t want their ears turning green and rotting off their heads,” she tells Dad to justify the expense—in her mind, not his.


These sparkly additions tack on another five minutes to our nighttime neck-scraping and nose-pinching regimen. Amber joins this routine when she turns two, as soon as she has enough teeth and can reach the bathroom sink from our shared step stool. After the two minutes of teeth brushing, the twenty-twenty-twenty strokes of hair brushing, the everything else, Mom takes out our earrings. She cleans them with an alcohol swab pilfered from her hospital, then runs it over and behind our earlobes; a satiny chill that makes me shiver and giggle. She squeezes the studs back into place. When there’s time, I convince her to listen to our hearts, too.


“Get your black thing out, Mommy,” I say. “Tell me what my heart’s saying.”


“OK, if you hurry and bring it to me.”


I sprint to her nursing bag and grab the shiny black tubing of her stethoscope, careful to hold it by its metal headset the way Mom taught me. I run it back to her. She places the rubber-tipped ends in her ears and holds Amber in her lap. She rests the bell on Amber’s back and listens to her breathe. She brings it around to Amber’s chest and holds it for a few seconds as Amber squirms, grunts, and wriggles free.


“What’d it say, Mommy?” I wonder, eyes wide.


“It said: Get-me-outta-here-get-me-outta-here! It said: Your sister is getting too big for her britches!”


I laugh at Mom’s hilarity.


“My turn! Do me!”


I pull up my nightshirt and press myself into Mom’s lap. I bend over so she can listen to my lungs through my back. I breathe the way Mom’s taught me, slow, slow, slow in—then slow, slow, slow out.


She brings her arm around to my front and moves the bell to my chest. I feel cool metal circled by the warmth of Mom’s hand. I am frozen in silence, until I can no longer contain myself.


“What’s it saying, Mommy? Huh?”


Mom holds the bell in place, keeps it still. Her face looks concerned. She scrunches her lips and raises both eyebrows.


“Wow.”


“Wow?”


She flicks the bottom of the bell with a finger, then returns it to my chest.


“Mommy?”


“Yeah, it’s still saying the same thing.”


“What? What, Mommy?”


“It’s saying woompa-woompa-woompa, whump-whump-whump.”


“But… what does that mean?”


Mom shakes her head, solemn and grim. I can’t stand it anymore. I grab her pockmarked cheeks in my little hands and make her look me in the eyes.


“What does it mean, Mommy!”


“Well, it means Mommy-loves-you-Mommy-loves-you! Go-to-bed-go-to-bed! Get-some-sleep-get-some-sleep! Hurry! Before she makes you clean the bathroom!”


I leap off her lap, laughing myself silly. I run into my bedroom and burrow under the covers. I look up at Mom and wait for her to say my favorite twelve words, the ones that end all my days. She tucks Amber into the bottom bunk, then reaches up to find me at the top.


She pulls up my covers and begins our mantra.


“Good night. I love you. Sleep tight. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”


I look at her silhouette in the dark. I repeat the twelve words back, but louder and faster because that makes them mean more.


Mom is on hands and knees, crawling around the perimeter of the kitchen with a toothbrush and a bucket of bleach, scouring the crevices where the linoleum meets the cupboards.


Dad is playing computer games.


Mom is in a deep squat, waddling around the mustard-yellow toilet, scrubbing it with a Brillo pad from top to bottom, back to front.


Dad is playing computer games.


Mom is high on a stepladder, wiping dust from the blades of my ceiling fan with a wet cloth.


Dad is playing computer games.


Mom is behind the stove, sweeping shards of glass, a vase toppled by a recent storm, into a dustpan.


Dad is playing computer games.


Mom is standing in the dining room, spackling a wall with plaster to fix a hole created by a hurled saucepan, more storm damage.


Dad is playing computer games.


Mom is in the backyard, her skin slicked in sweat as she shoves the twirling blades of our cheap manual lawn mower through the too-thick grass. Mom is standing at the glass door in a pair of old nursing shoes plastered with lawn clippings.


“Where the hell is your father?” she yells through the dining room, her words bouncing into the living room, where Amber and I are absorbed by cartoons.


“I don’t know,” I lie, annoyed at the interruption.


Mom takes my lie and runs with it. “Go find him, then,” she says, her voice rising, as if he could be anywhere among the vast grounds of the Tometich Estate. “Find him and tell him I need his freaking help!”


I look longingly at The Wuzzles, at Amber sucking her thumb from the comfort of Dad’s armchair. I look toward my parents’ bedroom, see the glow of Dad’s Commodore 64. I count out my eleven steps—six to their hallway, five to their bedroom door—slowly and methodically. I stand at the edge of the doorway for a beat, nervous to go in, not wanting to be the one to deliver this message. I turn back to the family room, thinking I should leave things alone. I feel hands grab my shoulders. They swing me around, pick me up, and hold me in the air.


Dad pulls my face to his. He smells like stale tobacco and lingering Old Spice. I can see each stubbly pore on his chin and cheeks.


“Tell your mommy this is my day off,” he yells, not at me but through me and past me. “Tell her I told her I would mow the lawn tomorrow, and she can STOP BEING A BITCH ABOUT IT.”


I realize, with a flood of relief, that she can hear him. I don’t actually have to tell her these things. I’m like the beige portable phone that charges in the kitchen. I’m the conduit.


Dad puts me down and brushes off my shoulders. I turn to walk away, thinking I can make it back to the couch in ten steps if I make each one a little bit larger.


“Come in here.”


Dad’s words freeze me in place. He’s never invited me into his inner sanctum. I turn, as slowly as the earth on its axis. I look past the big bed my parents sleep in, though rarely together. I see Dad’s computer desk with the funky ergonomic chair and its cushioned shin rest. The one that makes Dad look like he’s praying at the Commodore’s glowing altar. On the screen I see pixels that form a gray Statue of Liberty standing in front of two matching high-rise towers.


“You wanna play?” Dad asks.


I’d never considered the question. I’d never thought it was one that could be asked. I run to Dad’s side. He scoops me up and places me in his lap.


“This game is called Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?”


I nod.


“We are detectives, and our job is to capture Carmen, an elusive criminal mastermind.”


He sounds like a voice from a TV commercial.


I nod again, eager to buy whatever my father’s selling. I watch Dad type commands and click keys. I lean my head against his chest. I can feel his heartbeat, steady and calm. I hear the Weedwacker whir to life in the backyard. Through the slatted blinds of the window I see Mom wielding it against the chain-link fence, hacking down the blades of grass to keep them in order, to stop them from getting too big for their britches.


I feel like a traitor. I’m certain the next time Mom listens to my heart, it will rat me out. But for now I don’t care. I don’t want to be tough like Mom. I want to be fragile like Dad with his white skin that always needs to be protected. I want to lounge in the cool dark, playing computer games. This is our day off.
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