

[image: ]





R. S. Meyers was born in Brooklyn and raised by her love of books. This is her first novel and it is informed by her years of work with batterers, domestic violence victims and at-risk youth. She is currently at work on a second novel that will explore similar territory to The Murderer’s Daughters. She now lives in Boston with her husband and has two grown daughters.
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Lulu
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I wasn’t surprised when Mama asked me to save her life. By my first week in kindergarten, I knew she was no macaroni-necklace-wearing kind of mother. Essentially, Mama regarded me as a miniature hand servant:

Grab me a Pepsi, Lulu.

Get the milk for your sister’s cereal.

Go to the store and buy me a pack of Winstons.

Then one day she upped the stakes:

Don’t let Daddy in the apartment.

The July our family fell apart, my sister was five going on six, and I was turning ten, which in my mother’s eyes made me about fifty. Daddy didn’t offer much help, even before he left. He had problems of his own. My father wanted things he couldn’t have, and he hungered for my mother above all else. Perhaps growing up in the shadow of Coney Island, Brooklyn’s fantasy world, explained his  weakness for Mama’s pinup façade, but I never understood how he missed the rest. Her sugary packaging must have kept him from noticing how much she resented any moment that didn’t completely belong to her.

Mama and Daddy’s battles were the heartbeat of our house. Still, until the day my mother kicked him out, my father was the perfect example of hope against knowledge. He’d return from work each night looking for supper, a welcome-home kiss, and a cold beer, while Mama considered his homecoming her signal to rail against life.

“How many hours a day do you think I can be alone with them, Joey?” Mama had asked just days before he moved out. She’d pointed at my sister, Merry, and me playing Chutes and Ladders on the tiny Formica table stuck in the corner of our undersize kitchen. We were the best-behaved girls in Brooklyn, girls who knew that disobeying Mama brought a quick smack and hours spent staring at our toes.

“Alone?” Beer fumed off Daddy’s lips. “For God’s sake, you spend half the day yakking with Teenie and the other half painting your nails. You know we got a stove, right? With knobs and everything?”

Mama’s friend Teenie lived downstairs on the first floor with five sons and an evil husband whose giant head resembled an anvil. Teenie’s apartment smelled like bleach and freshly ironed cotton. Ironing was Teenie’s Valium. Her husband’s explosions left her so anxious that she begged Mama for our family’s wrinkled laundry. Thanks to Teenie’s husband, we slept on crisp sheets and satin-smooth pillowcases.

I dreamed of deliverance from my so-called family, convinced I was the secret child of our handsome mayor, John V. Lindsay, who seemed so smart, and his sweet and refined wife, who I knew would  be the sort of mother who’d buy me books instead of Grade B faux Barbie dolls from Woolworth’s junky toy section. The Lindsay family had put me in this ugly apartment with peeling paint and Grade C parents to test my worth, and I wouldn’t disappoint. Even when Mama screamed right in my face, I kept my voice modulated to a tone meant to please Mrs. Lindsay.

Mama sent us to take a nap that afternoon. The little coffin of a bedroom Merry and I shared steamed hot, hot, hot. Our only relief came when Mama wiped our grimy arms and chests with a washcloth she’d soaked with alcohol and cold water.

Lying in the afternoon heat, impatient for my birthday to arrive the next day, I prayed that Mama had bought the chemistry set I’d been hinting about all month. Last year I’d asked for a set of Britannica encyclopedias and received a Tiny Tears doll. I never wanted a doll, and even if I did, who wanted one that peed on you?

I hoped Mama’s recently improved mood might help my cause. Since throwing Daddy out, Mama hardly yelled at us anymore. She barely noticed we existed. When I reminded her it was suppertime, she’d glance away from her movie magazine and say, “Take some money from my purse, and go to Harry’s.”

We’d walk three blocks to Harry’s Coffee Shop and order tuna sandwiches and malteds, vanilla for Merry and chocolate for me. Usually I’d finish first, wrapping my legs around the cold chrome pole under the leather stool and twirling impatiently while I waited. Merry sipped at her malted and nibbled itsy-bitsy bites from her sandwich. I yelled at her to hurry, imitating Grandma Zelda, Daddy’s mother. “Move it, Princess Hoo-ha. Who do you think you are, the Queen of England?”

Maybe she did. Maybe Merry’s secret mother was Queen Elizabeth.

After Daddy moved out, Mama instituted inexplicable new rules.  Don’t open the door for your father and when you visit him at Grandma Zelda’s, don’t say a word about me. That old bag is just using you for information. And never tell anyone about my friends.


Men friends visited Mama all the time. I didn’t know exactly how to keep from saying anything about them. Not talking about Mama meant being outright rude and disobedient, since seconds after he’d kissed us hello, Daddy’s questions started:

How’s your mother?

Who comes over to the house?

Does she have new clothes? New records? New color hair?

Even a kid could see Daddy was starving for Mama-news.

I felt a little guilty at how relieved I was by Daddy’s absence. Before he left, when he wasn’t demanding or, later, outright begging Mama for attention, he’d be staring at her with a big, moony face.

I sometimes wondered why my mother had married Daddy. Because I was too young to do the math and figure out the time between their wedding and my birth, it had never entered my mind that I was the reason, and Mama didn’t invite girlie mother–daughter conversation. Mama didn’t cotton to anything smacking of introspection. That’s probably why she was so close to Teenie. Teenie didn’t dip into the deeper meanings of life. She’d spend hours and hours judging Mama’s fingernail polish, glancing away from her ironing long enough to pick the tone most flattering to Mama’s pale skin as my mother painted one nail after another.

I flipped the page of The Scarlet Slipper Mystery, sweat dripping from my arms. Since I could take only six books per visit from the library, I had to time it right, or I’d be stuck on Sundays rereading the five Reader’s Digest Condensed Books sitting on our red lacquered living room shelf. Green-bronze statues of fierce-looking  Chinese dragons with long, sharp tails bookended the volumes. Symbols of luck, Mama said.

Black onyx boxes in various shapes and sizes with mother-of-pearl inlay covers decorated the living room shelves. They were smooth and cool to the touch. Mama’s father brought them back from the war in Japan. Mama’s mother, who we called Mimi Rubee, gave Mama the boxes after our grandfather died because Mama demanded them enough to drive Mimi Rubee crazy.

Mama was used to getting what she wanted.

Sun snuck over the walls enclosing our gloomy courtyard and blazed into the bedroom. I flipped and rotated my pillow, squashing it into semicomfortable lumps, seeking a bit of cool cotton to tuck under my head. Merry, cross-legged on her bed, moved her paper dolls into various constellations. She propped them against the wall, folding down the tabs on first one outfit and then another, moving her lips for the silent plays they acted out for her alone.

Merry was supposed to be taking a nap, and I was supposed to be making sure she did. Merry looked all proud and happy wearing her apple green sunsuit, the one that tied on the top with little yellow ribbons. I hated it because I had to help her pull it all the way down, then tie it back up every time she had to go to the bathroom. Merry loved it because it came from Daddy. Grandma Zelda really picked it out, not Daddy, but I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to ruin Merry’s good times.

Merry was unusually cute, and I was unusually plain. People stopped us every day, bending down to gush over Merry’s black curls or her Tootsie Pop eyes—the chocolate ones—or to stroke her rosy cheek as though her skin were a fabric they couldn’t resist fingering. I felt as though I toted around the Princess of Brooklyn.

Daddy doted on Merry. Aunt Cilla had said that while watching  Daddy pop M&M’s into Merry’s mouth one by one. “Does it ever make you jealous?” she asked my mother. Aunt Cilla, Mama’s sister, looked like a puffy blowfish version of my mother.

“Yeah, right. He’s a big shot with the five-year-olds,” Mama had responded to Aunt Cilla, but really for Daddy’s ears.

Merry made Daddy happy. I never did. He’d make a joke or something, and I’d narrow my eyes, wondering if the riddle or knock-knock joke was funny enough to merit a laugh. Then he’d get mad and say, “Jesus, Lulu, do you have to analyze every single thing a person says?”

I switched position on my bed, leaning on the windowsill with my elbows halfway out, trying to catch some breeze. Music from Mrs. Schwartz’s stereo blasted through the courtyard. Someone had probably told her to shut it off, which usually made Mrs. Schwartz turn it up. “Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head” played so loud that I missed hearing the first quiet taps on our front door.

“Someone’s knocking,” Merry said. “I’ll get it.”

“Stop.” I swung my legs to the floor. “Are you nuts? Do you want Mama to kill us? Let me. You’re supposed to be sleeping.”

Merry jumped back on her bed, landing with her feet tucked under her butt. She was skinny and small for her age. In her green sunsuit, she looked like a grasshopper leaping up.

I tiptoed to the door. Mama used our nap time to take her own nap, her beauty sleep, she called it, and she hated waking before her time. I held a finger to my mouth, letting Merry know to keep quiet. She opened her eyes wide, her Tootsie Pops asking, Do you think I’m stupid?


Our bedroom and the front door practically touched. I opened our bedroom door inch by inch, trying to be quiet. The knocking got louder. “Who is it?” I murmured, practically pressing my lips to the edge of the door.

“Open up, Lulu.”

I heard my father breathing.

“Come on, Lu. Open it now.”

“I’m not supposed to let you in,” I whispered, praying Mama wouldn’t hear.

“Don’t worry, Cocoa Puff. Mama won’t get mad. I promise.”

My eyes filled a little hearing my pet name. When things had been better, I’d been Cocoa Puff and Merry had been Sugar Pop. He’d call Mama Sugar Smack Pie, because he said that was the sweetest thing of all. Then he’d smack his lips and my mother would throw whatever she was holding at him.

But she’d smile.

“I know you’re scared of Mama, but you have to let me in. I’m your father.” Daddy lowered his voice to a conspiratorial tone. “It’s my name on the lease.”

I didn’t know what a lease was, but maybe he was right. I opened the door a pinch, leaving the tarnished chain on, and saw a sliver of my father.

He pulled up real close and smiled. His teeth looked cruddy, as if he’d eaten crackers or something without brushing after. He smelled like cigarettes, beer, and something else. Something scary. Something I’d never smelled before.

He put a hand up against the door and leaned in. The chain tightened. “Unbolt it, Lulu.”

I backed away, wondering if I should get Mama. I felt Merry behind me. I didn’t know if Daddy saw her. I didn’t think so. He would have said hello.

“I’ll get Mama,” I said.

“You don’t need your mama. Just open the damn door. I have something to give her.”

“I’ll get her for you.”

“Stop being stubborn. Let me in now!”

He rattled the knob, and my heart shook.

“Get back into bed,” I whispered to Merry. When she disappeared, I reached up for the latch and chain. He let up on the door so I’d have the slack I needed.

“Thanks, Lu.” He touched the mezuzah nailed to the doorjamb, then kissed his fingers. He called it Jewish luck, the only kind us Jews get, he’d say. Then he chucked me on the chin. I pulled back from his acrid tobacco touch, wanting to wash my face.

“You’re my peach.” Daddy walked down the short hall, turning left at the tiny alcove where he’d wedged in a desk for me.

I hung behind, hovering halfway down the hall, and then slipped into the bathroom, cracking the door enough to hear, though I couldn’t see.

“Jesus, Joey, you scared me half to death!” My mother sounded nervous. I pictured her holding up the thin sheet she used for her summer naps.

“Miss me, sweetheart?” my father asked.

“Louise, get in here now,” Mama yelled.

I didn’t move. I didn’t say a thing.

“We need to talk.” Daddy sounded slurry.

“Get out; you’re drunk. I have nothing to say to you.” I heard her get up and my father stomp after her. The refrigerator door opened with a sucking sound. A can popped. They were in the kitchen.

“You had plenty to say when you talked my paycheck out of my boss, didn’t you, Miss America?” Daddy shouted. “Did you wiggle your ass real hard?”

Something thumped back in my room. Merry scampered down the hall, her bare feet sounding soft and sticky on the linoleum. I wanted to reach out and yank her into the bathroom.

I heard her stop at the couch, the springs squeaking as she jumped. I pictured her balled up, holding her knees and trembling. You could see into the kitchen easy from the couch.

“Someone’s got to feed these kids. What am I supposed to do? Manufacture money?” Mama asked.

“I need that money back, Celeste. Now.”

My mother mumbled something too low to hear. I opened the bathroom door wider.

“I’m serious; give it, Celeste. Give it.”

Daddy’s low voice thrummed like a machine. Give it. Give it. Give it.


“Get out before I call the cops.”

Something scraped.

“Get out!”

“I need it. I need the money, damn it!”

Something slammed.

My sister whimpered. Had she gone in the kitchen? I should get her.

“Shush, quiet, Sugar Pop. It’s okay.” My father’s words blurred together. I pictured him bending down, kissing the top of Merry’s head as he always did, wrapping one of her curls around his finger and letting it spring out and back.

“Go to Mama’s room, Merry,” Mama ordered.

“Yeah, go to Mama’s room,” my father repeated. Something clattered, as though a whole bunch of stuff fell to the floor. “Bourbon, Celeste? You buying them booze on my money?”

He sounded like he was crying. I slid against the wall and inched toward them.

“Go to your mother’s.” Mama sounded more mad than scared now. “Get sober.”

“You think I give you money to buy liquor for your boyfriends?”

Daddy’s voice had changed again. The teary voice had disappeared. Now he sounded big. Like a wolf. A bear. Heavy banging started. I pictured him slamming and slamming and slamming cabinet doors. Metal screeched, cracking like hinges ripping out of their sockets.

GIVE THE MONEY, MAMA!

“Lulu,” Mama screamed. “He’s got a knife. He’s going to kill me. Get Teenie!”

What if Teenie wasn’t home?

No, Teenie never went out.

What should I say?

I stayed frozen in the hall for what felt like my whole life listening to Mama and Daddy yell. Then I ran down the pitted stairs to Teenie’s apartment. I pounded my fists on her door over the sound of her television. I banged so loud I expected the entire building to come down. Finally, her youngest son opened the door. I flew inside and found Teenie in the living room watching Let’s Make a Deal and ironing her husband’s boxer shorts.

“My father has a knife,” I said.

“Watch the boys,” Teenie called to her oldest son as she unplugged the iron without even turning it off.

As we ran out of the apartment, Teenie yelled, “Stay here, boys. Don’t move an inch!”

We raced up the stairs. I wondered if I should get someone else to go with Teenie and me. Mr. Ford, maybe. He lived alone. He was a bachelor. Old. However, he was a man, even though my father called him a fruit.

No, we didn’t need anybody else. My father liked Teenie. He’d listen to her. She’d make him calm down.

We ran into our apartment, me right behind Teenie as she skidded through the living room and into the kitchen. Wide-open  cabinets from where my father had slammed the doors open and shut showed our turquoise and white dishes. A broken door swayed back and forth in the strong, humid breeze blowing the curtains.

Mama lay on the floor. Blood dripped on the green and brown linoleum. Teenie fell to her knees, grabbed the edge of her wide cotton apron, and held it over the place on my mother’s chest where the blood pumped out the fastest.

Teenie looked up at me. “Call the operator.” Her voice cracked. “Tell them to send an ambulance. Police.”

I stared down at Mama. Don’t die.


“Go, Lulu!”

I ran into my mother’s room. The phone was next to the bed. Pink. A Princess phone. Merry lay on top of my mother’s pink and gray bedspread. Mama would scream her head off when she saw how blood had spread everywhere. The cute green sunsuit that made Merry into a little grasshopper was slashed down the middle, but the bows I liked to make with the yellow ties had stayed perfectly in place.

My father was beside Merry. Blood leaked from his wrists.

“Did you call?” Teenie yelled from the kitchen.

I picked the phone up from the night table, careful not to jar Mama’s bed, knowing she wouldn’t like it if I did.
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Lulu


My grandmother Mimi Rubee sat at the table sipping black coffee and eating melba toast with cottage cheese. This was her breakfast and lunch. She was in charge of us now. Mama’s funeral had been over a week ago, on my birthday, though no one said anything at all about that.

I’d made myself a butter and orange marmalade sandwich, the only food in the house that I understood what to do with.

Every day since the funeral, I’d asked Mimi Rubee to take me to the hospital to see Merry, and every day she’d said no. I couldn’t breathe right, picturing my tiny sister all alone in some giant white building.

“Can we go today? To the hospital?” I asked between bites of my sandwich.

“Please, I can’t take any more heartache today.” She took a loud sip of coffee as if this proved her point. “I promise you, the nurses take good care of her. I saw.”

“When then?”

“Soon. Maybe Aunt Cilla can take you tomorrow.”

“Aunt Cilla won’t go,” I said. Besides, I didn’t want to go with Aunt Cilla. Difficult things became unbearable with my mother’s sister.

“She’ll go, she’ll go.” Mimi Rubee gave a long, wet sigh.

“But Merry’s alone,” I pleaded. “She’s scared.”

“She spends most of the day sleeping.”

“Please, Mimi Rubee, please take me to see her.”

“Enough already!” Mimi Rubee wet a paper napkin in her water glass and dabbed at the crumbs around my plate. “Your sister’s fine. I told you a million times. Now stop. Can’t you see you’ve given me a migraine?” She rubbed small circles on her temples.

I ignored the warning signs of what was to come—my grandmother’s rising voice, the compulsive crumb catching, the temple rubbing. Her savage scrubbing of the table. “Merry shouldn’t be alone,” I said.

“Enough! He did this to her!” Mimi Rubee clutched her dyed red hair as though she was going to start yanking strands right out. “A monster, that’s what he is, your father. A monster!” She banged the table so hard that my bread jumped, and her coffee sloshed over.

Mimi Rubee hadn’t let me go to my mother’s funeral. I’d stayed with Grandma Zelda, Daddy’s mother. We’d watched hours of television, one show melting into another, neither Grandma Zelda nor I bothering to change channels. We just stared at whatever shows came on while Merry lay all alone in Coney Island Hospital, my father rotted in jail just like everyone kept saying, and Mimi Rubee buried my mother in the ground. I imagined Mimi Rubee screaming so hard at the funeral she could almost have woken up Mama.

Mama used to call Mimi Rubee a real Sarah Bernhardt, who was  apparently some old-time actress. Some afternoons, Mama would sip a cup of Sanka with brandy and reminisce about the fits Mimi Rubee threw when she and Daddy started dating. Mama did a great job mimicking Mimi Rubee’s phony cultured accent, enunciating each word as she did her imitation: “You’re too young, too beautiful, and too thin, for God’s sake. Don’t throw yourself away. You’ll never be this slender again.”

Mama always finished the story by grabbing at the nonexistent fat on her thighs, giving a sad chuckle, and saying, “Remember, Lulu, in the end, mothers are always right. No one else tells you the truth.”

After her crying fit, Mimi Rubee headed for one of her headache-driven afternoon naps. She went into her room, closed the blinds, and climbed into bed. She called out for me to bring the special white enamel bowl with the chips all around the edge. The bowl was in case she vomited. Then I brought her a cold washcloth for her forehead, making sure it wasn’t drippy.

Once I’d done this and cool air blew from the metal fan I’d dragged to her bed, she sighed and gave me a weak half smile. With a few tears wetting her lashes, Mimi Rubee declared me her little soldier. “You’re always so good. That’s why your mother loved you.”

Mimi Rubee’s migraine pill took hold, her breathing got heavier, and she fell into a noisy sleep. I tiptoed out and closed the door behind me. I grabbed my shoes from under the sofa, a plank of teak similar to the rest of the furnishings in the apartment. After Grandpa died, Mimi Rubee had stripped away the dark Victorian furniture and dense Oriental rugs he’d loved and, declaring her desire to be up-to-date, bought Danish Modern and fluffy rugs with sunsets woven in them. I slept on the knuckle-hard sofa and woke up most mornings cramped in a knot. Mimi Rubee promised  me she’d buy a Castro Convertible when Merry got out of the hospital.

As Mimi Rubee napped, I got out the phone book and copied the address for Coney Island Hospital. The hospital was on Ocean Parkway, the same street as our apartment, but Ocean Parkway went all the way from one side of Brooklyn to the other. The hospital was way down near the boardwalk where Grandma Zelda and Daddy lived before in a tiny bungalow near the water. Someone tore the bungalow down years ago, but I had seen it in pictures.

I wrote “Went for a walk” on a note for Mimi Rubee and left it on the kitchen table. After slipping a dollar from Mimi’s wallet, I put on my sneakers and left.

Unsure of which bus to take, I walked up McDonald Avenue to Ocean Parkway. I looked around for a bus stop. I wanted to get away fast, before Mimi Rubee woke up and came looking for me. Finally, I turned in the direction of Coney Island and the ocean and began walking.

Hazy white sun heated my bare shoulders. My wrinkled shirt felt sweaty and bunched up where the shirttails tucked into my too-short jeans. Whoever had gone into our apartment to put together my clothes and other stuff had chosen random things that made no sense at all. Instead of the locket my mother had given me when I turned eight, stray Monopoly pieces were crammed into my ballerina jewelry box. Galoshes rested on top of my bathing suit. Each day I rummaged through the strangely packed paper bags crowding Mimi Rubee’s closet.

Today, I’d searched for something to take to Merry—the tiny stuffed moose we’d named Bullwinkle, the frog puppet she slept with—but only crumpled clothes and jigsaw puzzles we never played with were stuffed in the bags.

Even with my hair pulled up into a ponytail, a sticky dampness  enveloped me as I walked block after never-ending block. Merry and I got red rashes in the heat. My mother called it prickly heat and dusted our necks with Cashmere Bouquet. She’d shake the powder from the pink can and rub it on us until the sweet-scented dust filled our nostrils.

I finally saw the huge white hospital rising in the distance and sighed with relief. I felt like I’d been walking an entire day. Before going on, I stopped at a familiar-seeming corner candy store. Like at Greenburg’s—where I’d bought Mama’s cigarettes—newspapers, school supplies, and magazines crowded the shelves, but this place looked a lot more run-down than Greenburg’s.

In the back, I found a shelf of dusty toys. I picked through the selection, looking for something that might comfort Merry. A stuffed tiger was cheap, but his mouth was mean, his filling seemed made of crumpled paper, and he looked hungry enough to eat a little girl. An old-fashioned doll with brown ringlets had eyelids that clicked as they blinked. She wore a pink dotted dress. Merry would love her. She’d name her something like Mitzi or Suzi. Merry loved names with z and i, but Mitzi-Suzi was marked one dollar.

I picked through water guns, paddleballs, and packages of jacks. Finally, behind some old Halloween masks, I found a tiny wooden cradle no bigger than a fat man’s thumb. Inside was a minute pink baby doll covered by a miniature yellow blanket. After searching for a price sticker, I picked it up and carried it to the old woman at the cash register. “How much?” I asked.

She squinted at the doll lying in the cradle, then at me. I closed my hand around the worn bill in my pocket. Despite the heat, the woman wore an old gray cardigan. It looked like a sweater a grandpa would wear, all pilled and stretched.

“Fifty cents.”

I nodded and put a Zagnut bar, a pack of Juicy Fruit gum, and a  roll of cherry Life Savers, Merry’s favorites, next to the doll. I put my dollar beside it. The lady snatched it, handed me back a dime, and returned to her Daily News.

“Could I please have a bag?”

“A bag?” she asked as though I’d requested free candy for life.

A vibrating thrum ran through my throat. I wanted to throw the doll and candy at her. “A bag,” I said. “I need a bag.”

The woman drew a thin brown bag from underneath the counter. She stuffed everything in, and the bag tore along one side. She thrust it at me.

My throat hurt from wanting to scream. “I need another bag, a bigger bag.”

She poked the bag toward me with a swollen finger. “This fits fine.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Listen, girlie, this isn’t Sears, Roebuck.”

“I need another bag.” I banged the wooden counter. “It’s for my sister.”

She shoved a larger bag toward me. “Here. Get out.” She backed away, shaking her head and whispering under her breath,  “Meshuganah.”


If she thought I was crazy, she should meet the rest of the family.

 



 



I crept into the hospital, hoping nobody would notice me. Mimi Rubee had written 602, Merry’s room number, on the kitchen notepad. Figuring out how to get upstairs was my challenge.

With a plan in mind, I took a seat in the lobby. If somebody asked, I’d say my parents were parking the car or something. The worn benches felt cool and smooth under my hands. How many millions of nervous behinds had polished the wood? For about  fifteen minutes, things were quiet. I counted the speckled green floor tiles, watched the receptionist flirt with the security guard, and tried to be invisible until visiting hours began at three, as posted on a large sign.

At a quarter of three, clumps of people started gathering in the lobby, waiting by elevators and watching the clock. One family knotted so close together, they looked like a six-legged animal.

“Three o’clock. Visiting hours have begun,” the security guard announced.

Everyone shuffled toward the elevator, pushing buttons, clearing throats, and brushing away invisible dust. Women wormed their hands into the waiting palms of husbands and fathers. One person in each group held a bag, flowers, or a stack of magazines. I let the first wave of families go, watching the lights on top of the elevator doors.

Visitors poured through the hospital entrance. Some stopped at the information desk where the flirty woman sat. Others marched right to the bank of elevators. Finally, gathering my courage and making myself as small as possible, I slipped up next to a large family who spoke to each other in nonstop Italian. We all squeezed into the elevator, no one seeming to notice me. I watched the controls, praying, scratching 6, 6, 6 into my palm, until I saw someone press the button for the sixth floor.

Three people got out with me. Large signs with arrows pointing in opposite directions read ROOMS 600–605 and ROOMS 606–610. I turned left, holding my breath. Children rolled down the hall in wheelchairs. Children on crutches thumped past. Nurses hurried down the halls on rubber-soled shoes.

Room 602 was quiet and empty except for Merry, who barely made a dent in her iron bed by the window. I crept into the room, past three beds with folded white blankets on bare mattresses.  Merry turned at the sound of my footsteps. Her usually creamy pink cheeks looked the color of cooked oatmeal.

“Lulu.” Merry’s voice sounded rusty. “You’re here.” She sat up, moving like Grandma Zelda.

“I’m here, Merry.” I took her hand in mine.

“Are you mad at me?”

“Mad at you?” I asked. “Why would I be mad at you?”

“You didn’t come. And Mimi Rubee looked mad.”

“I promise; no one’s mad at you.” I sat on her bed.

Merry inched toward me, wincing as the bandages over her chest moved. She wore a thin pink cotton hospital gown that left her backside open to the world. Her underpants looked grayish white, as though she’d worn them for days. “I want to go home.”

“Soon,” I promised.

“Now. I want to go home now. Please?” Merry grabbed my hand and kissed it.

“You just can’t. It’s not time yet.”

Merry began crying. “Daddy’s mad at me. He hurt me. Mimi Rubee said.”

“Daddy didn’t hurt you because he was mad at you.”

“Because I was bad?”

“You weren’t bad.”

“I was.” Merry curled down her lower lip. “Now no one wants to be with me.”

“I couldn’t come before because I’m not a grown-up. I snuck in today.”

“Where’s Daddy? Where’s Mama?” Merry’s leg shook up and down. “Are they mad at me?”

“Some bad things happened, Merry,” I said and fingered the top of the brown bag. “Daddy got mad at Mama.”

“Was she bad?”

The orange marmalade turned over in my stomach. “No. Daddy was drunk.” I tried to push away the memory of Mama lying in all that blood under the stark kitchen light, no one with her, Mama all alone on the floor. Dead.

“Bad drunk?” We’d seen Daddy drunk before.

“Really bad drunk.” Daddy’s bloody hands, bloody from Mama, bloody from Merry, bloody from where he cut himself.

“And he hurt me?”

I nodded, trying to talk without crying. “And he hurt Mama.” Would he have hurt me if I’d stayed in the apartment? Probably. But maybe I could have stopped him from hurting Merry and killing Mama. If I hadn’t hid.

This was my fault, anyway. I let him in the house.

“Is Daddy in trouble?”

I scratched the word STOP on my arm in big capital letters and sucked back snotty tears. “Bad trouble. He’s in jail.” We’d seen jail on television. On Gunsmoke and Mighty Mouse.


“Is Mama in jail with him?” she whispered.

Telling my little sister the truth seemed as mean as hitting her, but I couldn’t imagine what lie to tell. I shook my head. “No. Mama got hurt. Bad. Mama’s dead.” Merry knew dead from The Wizard of Oz. The Wicked Witch had died.

Why had I thought such mean things about Mama?

Merry touched the tips of her fingers to her chest, to the bandages, where Daddy had stabbed her, right to where I thought her heart might be. “I want Mama,” Merry wailed. She started to shake so bad I thought she might die. I wanted to call the nurses, but was afraid they’d throw me out.

“I want Mama,” Merry repeated, tears drowning her words. “Who’s going to watch us?”

“I’ll watch you.” I took the brown bag and put it on the bed.  “Here. I bought you something.” I unrolled the top of the bag where it had gotten all shredded and wet from my sweaty hands. I reached in, took out the little doll and crib, and put it in her hand. “You take care of this baby and I’ll take care of you.”

I climbed up on the bed and lay next to Merry. She couldn’t roll over to be spooned as we usually did when we were scared, so she put her head on my shoulder just like she used to do with Daddy.
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A faint fuzz of grass grew on top of Mama’s grave. Mama’s unveiling would begin any minute. Even though Mimi Rubee had explained that Jewish people covered the headstones for a year, and then came back and took the covering off, I still didn’t understand what any of it meant.

Merry and I stood at the foot of Mama’s burial plot. Everyone else huddled by the cloth-covered headstone. No one seemed to notice us. I tried not to picture Mama’s feet beneath us. She painted her toes with the brightest red nail polish of any mother in Brooklyn. Had chips of it stayed on her bones?

“Mama is under the grass?” Merry whispered.

“Her body is,” I said.

“She’s probably scared,” Merry said. “It must be so dark.”

“It’s like she’s sleeping.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

Mimi Rubee shrieked as the dour-looking rabbi pulled the white cloth off the headstone. Merry and I jumped back. Aunt Cilla clutched Mimi Rubee’s elbow. “It’s okay, Mom. She’s in a better place.”

Mimi Rubee’s mouth got that pursed-lips look that made my stomach clench. “Better place? She’s not in any better place.” She pointed a bony finger at the grave. “She’s in the black hole where that bastard sent her.”

Merry twined her sticky arm all around mine and I let her, even though it was so hot that when I rubbed my arm little balls of dirt came off with the sweat. I craved something cool. I itched all over but didn’t dare scratch.

I wanted to lay my head against the cool granite of Mama’s headstone and trace the flowers twined around her name: CELESTE ANASTASIA SILVER. BELOVED MOTHER. DEVOTED DAUGHTER. LOVING SISTER. They’d erased my father and his last name, Zachariah, our name, from my mother’s life.

Everything in the world hurt.

 



 



Back home, I leaned in the doorway, watching Merry snuggle into Mimi Rubee. They were on the new sleeper sofa. Mimi Rubee had looked stricken the day the movers carried it in, her face puckered as she stared at the bulky tweed couch hulking against the wall, waiting as they took away her beloved Danish Modern—the one that tortured Merry and me. The thin Danish mattress barely covered the metal rods threaded below. Before Mimi Rubee had gotten rid of it, Merry and I had learned which sleep positions avoided the pinching steel, training ourselves to tuck our arms under our stomachs and curve into unnatural shapes to adjust to the bed.

The crowd of people at Mimi Rubee’s house overheated the already warm room. Aunt Cilla’s husband, Hal, squeezed against her. She held my cousin Arnie in her lap. Cousin Arnie disgusted me. Nine years old and sitting in his mother’s lap like a little baby.

People slobbered kisses on Merry, practically begging her to hug them. Then they’d grasp my elbow and squeeze it, look into my eyes, and ask, “How are you doing, darling?” as though we were the closest of friends, when in fact I’d bet they wouldn’t recognize me if they saw me again on the street.

No one was anywhere near my age except Cousin Arnie, and I’d rather hang out with a leper. Gaggy old-lady-perfume smells mixed with the food odors coming from Mimi Rubee’s kitchen. Everyone had brought too much of something, like food was the cure for sadness. Mimi Rubee’s sister, our aunt Vivvy, brought a platter with lox, cream cheese, bagels, sliced cold cuts, and chopped liver.

I edged into the living room and picked up a thick chocolate chip cookie from a pile heaped on a gold-rimmed plate. Trying to be invisible, I sat on a hassock, working my cookie like a puzzle, trying to have a chip come out in the final bite.

“So, how’s school, Lulu?” Uncle Hal asked.

“Okay.”

Mama always said that Aunt Cilla had Uncle Hal so squashed down we might as well call him Uncle Aunt Cilla, though he was always nice to me. Of the two of them, I liked him better.

“Still getting all A’s?”

“Uh-huh.” The only thing in this world I could count on was getting good grades and having teachers like me. All I had to do was be smart, do my homework, and keep my mouth shut. Now I’d begun worrying if junior high would be as easy.

“Lulu never has to work hard for her marks.” Only Aunt Cilla would make getting good grades sound evil.

“She’s a smart girl,” Uncle Hal said. “I wish Arnie did half as well as Lulu.” For Uncle Hal, who always hugged the middle road, this was like cursing in Aunt Cilla’s face.

“That won’t be a problem.” Aunt Cilla tightened her arms around my cousin. Bug-eyes Arnie felt like chicken bones when you hugged him. If she squeezed much harder, Cousin Arnie’s guts would come out his mouth.

“Cilla, did you check on the food?” my grandmother asked.

“Here,” Aunt Cilla said, turning Cousin Arnie toward Uncle Hal. “Watch him.”

What did Aunt Cilla think could happen to Arnie, except maybe my cousin might kill himself from boredom? The only toys we had were those Merry had brought home from the hospital a year ago. I missed the collection of books I’d built up at home. Daddy used to buy new ones for me on his payday. Daddy liked to read. Mama only read magazines.

Sometimes, just for a minute or two, I couldn’t help wondering things about Daddy in jail. Did he get to read? Did he have to eat soup with nothing but scraps of potato peels floating in it? Then I’d look at Mimi Rubee staring at Mama’s picture and I’d remember him shaking, shaking, shaking the door, and I’d feel like throwing up.

I didn’t care about Daddy one bit, not for one red cent minute.

Merry kept asking to see him, which drove Mimi Rubee crazy. According to Mimi Rubee, we’d see him over her dead body, and when Hell froze over. I traced a silent THANK YOU, GOD on my arm every time she said that. I never wanted to see him again. As long as my bloody-killing-knife-shaking-door father stayed in jail, I was safe. I wouldn’t have to see him or smell him or touch him, and he could never touch me.

“Are we still going to Grandma Zelda’s house tomorrow?” Merry asked.

“You’re going, you’re going. Stop asking,” Mimi Rubee said.

Aunt Cilla returned, still holding the cup of coffee I’d earlier spied her lacing with Crown Royal whiskey. “I can’t believe you let them go to that woman’s house week after week,” she said.

Merry curled into a ball on the floor by me, leaning on my knees.

“How was kindergarten?” Uncle Hal asked my sister.

“Okay.” Merry frowned, probably because school had become torture for my sister. Ever since she’d had two wetting accidents, the kids called her Pee-pee Pants. At recess, they teased her for not being able to throw a ball, which was because of the scars on her chest. Even though we’d changed schools, everyone knew about us, the girls whose father had murdered their mother. Plus, poor Merry also held the title of the girl whose father had stabbed her.

Neither of us had any friends since we’d moved in with Mimi Rubee.

“I bet you were the prettiest one in the class,” Uncle Hal told Merry.

“Pretty is as pretty does,” Aunt Cilla said. “Look at Joey, so gorgeous when Celeste met him. Handsome as a movie star. And where is he now?”

“Celeste was the real beauty. Joey looked cheap compared to her.” Aunt Vivvy shook her head. “She never should have married him. You should have stopped it,” she told Mimi Rubee.

“You think we didn’t try?” Mimi Rubee said. “I think he got her pregnant on purpose just to make sure he had her. She could have been the movie star if she hadn’t married him. He knew that.”

“He’s a monster. An animal,” Aunt Cilla said.

Did she think Merry and I were deaf? Stupid?

“Stop, Cilla,” Mimi Rubee said. “Little pitchers.”

“We can’t close our eyes, Mama,” Aunt Cilla said. “Do you want them to stay blind? You think it’s smart, sending them to his mother’s house? Sorry, but I have to say it.”

Everyone’s peering, peeking eyes made me want to run out of the house and do something amazing, like throw a ball far enough to reach Coney Island or memorize the encyclopedia.

Nothing made sense. Grandma Zelda had said, “Don’t forget why your father didn’t go to trial, girls. He wanted to preserve your mother’s name, that’s the reason he pled guilty.” Hearing those words made me silently scream, Nothing will make what Daddy did any better. Yet when Mimi Rubee called him a monster, my heart curled in on itself, and I didn’t know why.

“After all,” Aunt Cilla continued, her voice becoming slow motion, “who knows? Maybe the poison came from Zelda. And who knows where it’ll go next?”

My aunt’s mouth looked wet and ugly. Her orange lipstick reminded me of a slab of Velveeta cheese. “They should have given him the death penalty. He should burn for what he did.”

Merry’s shoulder blades dug into my knees as she backed away from Aunt Cilla.

“The children,” Uncle Hal cautioned.

“The children should know. What, are we making it a secret?” Aunt Cilla bent over and shook her finger at us. “You girls have to watch every single thing you do for the rest of your life.”

Mimi Rubee’s tears started up again. She cried so hard all her makeup wore off and she looked old and ruined, but Aunt Cilla kept harping until Uncle Hal said, “Enough.”

“I miss Celeste,” Aunt Cilla sobbed.

“I know, but still, you can’t talk like this,” he said as he rubbed her back. “You’re upsetting everyone.”

“Why are you defending him?”

Uncle Hal sighed and took away his hand. “At least he kept us from having to go through a trial.”

“For that I should be grateful? I’ll be grateful when he’s dead. I want him gassed; I want him sent to the electric chair.”

“No! Don’t kill my father.” Merry jumped up and turned to Mimi Rubee. “I want Grandma Zelda. I want to see Daddy.” She ran over and kicked Aunt Cilla. “Grandma will take me and you can’t make her not.”

Everyone stared at Merry as though the chair had spoken and the rug risen up and danced, but I knew this was coming. My sister’s nice-nice package fooled people into thinking that was all she was, but wasn’t it Merry who’d crept closer and closer as my parents fought their last fight? When pushed, Merry eventually always pushed back.

“Stop that, Merry,” Aunt Cilla yelled. “Stop that right now.”

Merry made two little fists and beat them against her small thighs. “You stop. You stop! You stop! ” Her voice got louder with each word. “I want to see Daddy. I want to see him. I hate you. And I hate it here!”

“Stop her, Lulu.” Mimi Rubee held her head and rocked. “Make your sister stop.”

I shook my head and held out my palms to indicate helplessness. They had no idea. Merry didn’t go crazy like this too often, but when she did, only Daddy could reach her. Good luck, Aunt Cilla.


Merry collapsed into a kneeling position, locking her hands in prayer. “Please, please. Take me to Daddy.”

My throat constricted. A need to comfort my sister fought with urges to kill her for doing this, for bringing Daddy into the room. Every night Merry whispered his name to me, wrapping him over us like a blanket before we went to sleep. I could make her do almost anything except stop needing Daddy.

Uncle Hal scooped Merry up, rubbing her back. She kicked out her feet and sobbed. I watched jealously as he crooned to her. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. We’ll get you to see your Daddy. I promise.”

 



 



Three months later, Merry’s hand trembled in mine as we walked up the steps to the Duffy-Parkman Home for Girls. I tried to act strong and unconcerned as we climbed the endless granite staircase, listening to our feet thudding. Uncle Hal opened a scarred wooden door, and we stepped into a large hallway surrounded by frosted-glass doors. Scuffed marble lay under our feet. The building seemed so old I thought princesses might once upon a time have roamed the halls.

“This will be okay, girls,” Uncle Hal said.

Sure thing , Uncle Hal.

Not only would it not be okay, it was going to be hideous. I expected zombie schoolgirls in long gray dresses to shuffle out from behind a door any moment, but the hall remained empty and silent. It was a Monday, and I supposed all the girls were in school. Uncle Hal had taken a day off from work, canceling all his dental patients, to bring us here. Aunt Cilla stayed in bed with a wet cloth on her head, pretending we were as dead as Mama and Mimi Rubee, who’d had a stroke and died four weeks ago. We’d lived with Aunt Cilla and Uncle Hal since then.

“Please, can’t we go to Grandma Zelda’s?” Merry whispered as Uncle Hal steered us toward a door marked ADMINISTRATION in thick, sinister letters.

“She can’t take care of us and you know it, so stop asking,” I whispered back when Uncle Hal didn’t answer.

“When will she take me to see Daddy again?” Merry asked.

Grandma Zelda had taken Merry to see Daddy once before  Mimi Rubee died, and now it had become Merry’s mantra. Take me to see Daddy, take me to see Daddy. Each time she said it I hated it more, and I wanted to pinch her until I pinched the desire to see Daddy right out of her soul.

“She’ll take you when she takes you,” I said. “Now shut up or they won’t let us live here. You know what will happen then?”

Merry shook her head.

“We’ll end up living in the gutter, stealing food and clothes,” I said. “That’s what.”

I waited for Uncle Hal to shush me, but he just stared at the dusty paintings of Indians hanging on the wall, between a clock and a series of framed quotations stitched in blue thread on yellowed muslin.

Maybe we would end up living in the gutter. Maybe they wouldn’t keep us here if we weren’t good enough. Maybe Aunt Cilla would open up the Daily News and see that the police had found our frozen bodies lying in the street.


I won’t have Joey’s girls living here. Not in my house. That’s what I’d heard Aunt Cilla say after the funeral. “They’re black marks on my sister’s memory, a dark shadow on my mother’s name. Having them here is ripping out my kishkes,” she’d hissed at a collection of relatives we’d never met. “My mother’s dead, my sister’s dead, all because of that man. And now I have to look at the two of them every day?”

Merry and I had listened to Aunt Cilla from the doorway of her spotless kitchen, the best-behaved girls in Brooklyn, ready to go in and offer our assistance in bringing out the platters of cold cuts and sliced brisket, the baskets of bagels, the lox spread out in an oily orange pinwheel. Could we take the cookies out from the many white bakery boxes tied with string and arrange them on Aunt Cilla’s silver trays? we’d planned to ask politely, proving what good  girls we were. With Mimi Rubee dead, and Grandma Zelda too sick to care for us because she had the sugar, we weren’t sure where we’d live.

Maybe if we were very, very good, Aunt Cilla would change her mind about us.

I looked Merry over, making sure she’d stayed clean between leaving Aunt Cilla’s and arriving here at the Duffy Home. Then I avoided looking at Uncle Hal by turning to the stitched warnings admonishing me from the wall. I only had time to read “A Joyful And Pleasant Thing It Is To Be Thankful, Bible: Psalm 147” before a woman stepped out from behind the frosted administration door.

The midgety-short woman appeared childish until you saw the scowl embedded in her face. She placed her hands on her thick waist and asked, “Yes?”

Uncle Hal coughed before speaking. “Mrs. Parker?” The woman nodded as though she were a hundred feet taller. “Hal Soloman. We spoke last week?”

She gave another royal nod and crossed her arms over her pigeony chest. “You have Louise and Meredith with you?” she asked.

“Here they are.” Uncle Hal pushed us forward, a hand behind each of our backs.

“Louise is the older one, right?” Mrs. Parker tipped her head to the side. “You are eleven?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said. I’d never called anyone ma’am before, but this woman was most definitely a ma’am.

Merry sniffled.

“Merry and Lulu. That’s what we call them.” Uncle Hal kept a hand on Merry’s shoulder.

“Yes. You’re not Meredith’s and Louise’s legal guardian, correct?” she asked. “That would be their grandmother? Zelda Zachariah?”

“I have the papers from her, as you requested.” Uncle Hal drew an envelope from the inside pocket of his suit jacket.

Mrs. Parker took the glasses hanging from a chain around her neck and balanced them on her fat nose. She made clucking noises as she looked over the long sheets of paper covered with black type, stopping only when Merry’s choking sounds were too loud for any person to ignore. Mrs. Parker took off her glasses, tipped her head, and took Merry’s chin in her hand.

“Meredith, correct? And you’ll be seven in December?”

Merry nodded.

Mrs. Parker bent down and patted my sister’s shoulder. “You’ll be in the Bluebird dorm, dear. You’ll have blue blankets and blue night-gowns.” She offered this as though Merry would find it comforting. “You’ll have a set of drawers and a shelf for books, if you have any.”

My sister nodded again.

“Most of the time, we have no one here to hold you when you cry. Sad, but true. The best thing you can do is find ways to comfort yourselves. I advise new girls to take up a hobby as soon as possible. You can pick either cross-stitching or crocheting. The East Side Women’s Group donates kits. Your floor mother will show them to you.”
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Iscuffed through dried leaves, hoping I looked like a normal almost-nine-year-old girl shopping with her grandmother instead of what I was, a motherless girl with a father in prison, who lived in a home for girls, which was just a name for orphanage.

“Again your sister’s not coming?” Grandma took my hand, waiting for the Flatbush Avenue traffic to slow down.

“She has to study.” Every other Saturday, Grandma asked the same question, and I gave the same answer, sidestepping Lulu’s refusal to see Daddy.

“So how is everything at that place?” Grandma always called the Duffy-Parkman Home for Girls that place.

“Everything’s fine.” I gave her hand a little tug.

“Fine. Never mind with the fine. You live in an orphanage. So tell me, how is that fine? It’s all because of that Cilla. Ptoi. I spit on her and her useless husband.” Grandma repeated some version of a spit  or curse on Aunt Cilla every Saturday. “It’s okay to cross now?” she asked.

I checked the road left to right. “It’s safe.”

We wove around the fruit seller wrapped in two ragged sweaters, Grandma sidestepping his stack of pumpkins.

“You’re doing great, Grandma. I think your eyes are getting better.”

Grandma shook her head. “Dream on, tatelah. These eyes are shot.”

“Think good energy, Grandma. Send good karma to your eyes like Susannah said. Maybe they’ll get better. Then Lulu and I can come live with you.” I squeezed her hand to show her how much I loved her and what a help I could be. See how strong and dependable I am!


“Enough. Every week it’s the same story,” Grandma said. “They won’t let me take you in. And by the way, your new friend Susannah might look like a Breck girl, but she’s still a crazy hippie.”

Grandma had been calling anyone she didn’t approve of a hippie for as long as I could remember. Anyway, Grandma might not appreciate Susannah, but I thought she was practically the nicest person I’d ever met. I’d met her at prison, where she visited her husband every week, and she didn’t once ask me about Daddy’s reason for being there. That’s how nice she was.

I wondered what Mama would have thought of Susannah, who never wore makeup. Mama had worn apple red Snow White lipstick, and she’d drawn perfect black lines around her eyes. A plain Jane, Mama would have called Susannah. I remembered Mama using that expression a lot. Lulu says I’ve imagined all my memories, but she’s wrong. I remember being little.

Most mothers who didn’t wear lipstick looked sick, but Susannah without makeup seemed just right, like a character in a Little House  on the Prairie book. Susannah gave me advice about life while we waited for visiting hours in the prison to start, especially when Grandma went to the bathroom and Susannah and I were alone.

“You could take an eye test,” I said, as Susannah had suggested. “We take them at school. I could memorize it and teach you, and then you’d pass the test. Then we could come and live with you.”

Grandma laughed. “Sweetheart, I can’t take care of myself, much less you and Lulu. Any day now, I’ll have to go to a home. Between my sugar and my eyes, I can’t even walk without my cane anymore. Promise me you’ll come visit me when I’m in a home.”

I almost hit bone digging my fingernails into the palms of my hands, a trick Lulu had taught me to keep from crying. How would we ever get out of Duffy-Parkman if Grandma went to a home?
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