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“If it is miracles you are after, you must know how to wait.”
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Prologue


WE BELIEVED. All our lives we believed, all our separate lives.


My grandmother never did. She died old, never believing, and she was the only one of us who went to regular church, with a pocketbook to match the season, at the nine o’clock mass every Sunday. She had never been a Christian until her husband died. Then she capitulated, gracefully, ending the one battle that had lasted them all his life. It was then that she began to buy hats.


There were two of us who were his. My mother and me. My grandmother respected our feelings although she had never liked my father. She made my cousin give me the cowboy suit just because I didn’t have enough myself from him. My cousin didn’t see the point. “Your dad’s an Indian giver.”


“Shht. Now do like I tell you,” my grandmother finished our fight. She could be unfair and we would obey her, because she cared for our comforts. She was good to us. We trusted her.


My mother is fifty-six years old and in a way she still believes. She would say she does not but she has saved herself for him, saved herself beyond saving, to a spoiled bitter that expects only the worst. But in her private soul she is a child holding an empty glass jar waiting for the sky to fill it, for him to return and restore to us our lives. To me, my childhood; to her, the marriage she once had and threw away and will now cherish forever as some unreachable crystal heaven. It is he, she believes, who stole her glitter and throne, her money, her wings, which after all are only petals of the years.


My grandmother was always on the other side. She used herself and whatever she had for her life. Her husband was dead and to her, so was my father. There was no Head of Household. But at the age of fifty, she learned to pay taxes and to drive. She spent. We, even in our extravagance, were always saving.


Now, I can tell in children, who has that hole that is belief and which children will be children of this world. You can see it in a class of first-graders. You can recognize in a group of eleven-year-olds, the children who lose their rings and their gloves, their keys, the same children who themselves get lost in department stores, on the way to the library or to school. They are the children who are waiting, in their hectic way, for something. You can read from the small things that collect and disappear around them, the quality not of their order or disorder, but of their aspect to it. Any stranger could have seen it in me.


It depended on how quick you had an answer. I was too quick on the top but really I was infinitely slow. Our patience was tragic. We were people who could spend our lives loving one person who never cared for us.


I grew up without a father, but those years while it was happening, I never understood that it would always be that way. We expected him to come back. Any day. And then, when he didn’t, my mother thought she would marry someone else and he would be the father. “He’ll buy you things,” she said. “You just wait and see.”


I waited. There was nothing else I could do.


My mother was a young woman then; she was waiting, also, for her life.


From place to place we moved an embroidered sampler. Row Row Row Your Boat, Gently Down the Stream, Merrily, Merrily, Merrily, Merrily, Life Is But a Dream. She always hung it in the kitchen, usually near the sink. Sometimes she looked at it and sighed.


Once she did marry someone else. But he never seemed to either of us like a father.


ABSENCE HAS QUALITIES, properties all its own, but no voice. The colors of his absence were the blue and white of a Wisconsin sky, a black like telephone poles and lines falsely on the distance, or a tossed spray of crows. The brown of a man’s old suit, bagging pants and worn leather shoes; there were traveling men, hoboes, those days, and every time we saw one across a field it was him. The yellow of a moth, the gray of sheer mountain rock in Colorado, even the dusk smell of a summer field. He was the forced empty clean of those cheap mints from taverns, green in the middle of white. That taste meant empty, like the tiled tavern my mother and I went in once during the daytime to use the phone and buy gum.


He would never know. He wasn’t watching us. Days went by and years. We understood we’d never remember all we had to tell. It was just now—the elapsing of our time and lives. Nothing much. We would have left it for an afternoon with him.


There were two times. Wisconsin time and his. Everything in the Midwest was patient and had to do with seasons. Everything seemed too easy for us there. Nothing was hard. In school, for me, everything was beside the point.


I never found the faith I wanted and all along I had it. It just wasn’t colored and fleshed the way I’d imagined. It was like the time my class was taken to hear a symphony orchestra. The children around me were playing hang-the-man, passing paper and pencil back and forth. They offered me a place in their game but I refused. I was following the program intently. It said two things and then Hansel and Gretel.


I imagined sets and capes and pink ballerinas. Choral opera vaulting into the sky.


Then the concert ended and there was an encore and people stood and left their programs on their seats. I never saw the pageant I expected.


Faith was that way. Thinner, abstract. Only music.


We wanted too much from this world.


WE BELIEVED in an altogether different life than the one we had, my mother and I. We wanted brightness. We believed in heaven. We thought a man would show us there. First it was my father. We believed he would come back and make me a daughter again, make my mother a wife. My grandmother did not like him, but I prayed for her anyway. If he came, we didn’t want her to be left behind.


My mother never lost her faith in men, but after years, it became more general. She believed a man would come and be my father, some man. It didn’t have to be our original one, the one we’d prayed to first as one and only. Any man with certain assets would do.


In this we disagreed, but quietly. I was becoming a fanatic.


We moved to California. I thought maybe if he saw my face on TV. That is the way I was with men. I wanted love but a high far kind that made my breath hard as if it wouldn’t last.


I was ashamed of my wishes as if there were inherent wrong in them that showed and if I told anyone they would see it was my own fault I would never be happy. I wanted too much. Foolish things. But I wanted them anyway. I couldn’t stop my longings. I could only keep them to myself.


It is pathetic now to remember. They were ordinary girlish toys, full of netting and spotlights, sugar and ballet. I wanted wands, wings, glittery slippers from my father. I wanted to dance while someone watched me.


“Look at me,” I dared.


“Shht,” my grandmother used to say. “Keep still.” She settled my arms against my sides. “There now, that’s better. What have you got you think is so special, huh?”


“I don’t know,” I said. That was the answer to everything in childhood. “Nothing” and “I don’t know.”


My grandmother didn’t care about brightness in any of its forms. She didn’t care about fancy, shining things, she had all the money she needed. She didn’t care about intelligence or newness. My mother understood too that these qualities weren’t any closer to God. But God would always be there like the stones in the road, there was all the time in the world for God, we could go back and pick God up, after we were young. But when a person bad-off slanted across the street, when my mother helped someone old, she would remember. You could see it in her eyes.


FOR YEARS my mother and I waited together. We had been together my whole life. Other people had come into our family, but only she and I stayed. The hardest thing I ever did was leave my mother.


The spring before I first went away, to college, we drove out to get ice cream cones at night.


I told her she might still get married. “But he won’t be my father,” I said. Our time for that had passed.


My mother had tried substituting once before, in Wisconsin, with Ted Stevenson the ice-skating pro, but she thought it would be different here in California, the man would be rich, someone who could give us life.


“Well sure he will. You’ll see. Just wait and see.”


I had waited already a long time.


“I don’t need a father anymore. You don’t need a father when you’re twenty, Mom.”


“Sure you do. Just wait’ll you come home from college and want to bring the boys and your friends to a place that’ll impress them a little. That’s when you’ll really need a father. And he’ll buy you things maybe, and make a nice place for you to bring kids home to and see. Just wait. You can’t know how you’ll feel then. You’ll see.” That was her way of getting off a subject when she had to.


“I already had a father and he wasn’t there.”


“He wasn’t there for me either,” she said.


“I don’t want one anymore.”


Then, later, she began to expect him too, but in a bad way, as a danger that could drive me from her.


MY MOTHER had always talked to me about marriage. It was her great subject because it was what she never really had. She felt she had missed the boat, so she advised me, starting when I was very young, too young to do anything about her suggestions. College, she said, college was the promising time and place. When I was a child in Wisconsin, I already knew I’d go to college. From the way she talked it was a large green summer camp where everyone wore beautiful clothes. Hundreds of good young men just walked around waiting to be picked. When I wanted things in high school, the same as what she bought for herself, she’d scream at me, you, you don’t really need the clothes now, I need them, I’m the one who has to catch a man, you won’t marry any of these boys you know now. You think it’s important because you’re in it, but it’s really not. High school doesn’t matter. Unh-uh. She was angry at me. I still had it ahead of me—college—she was way past that. When you’ll really need the clothes and the house and the car and the everything is in college, and then maybe, if I get someone now, I’ll have it all to give you.


“Marry someone in college,” she said, “that’s when you meet the really great kids. Find him there.”


But then when I was in college, she didn’t like who I found. I didn’t want to marry him anyway. I used to say that I couldn’t imagine a wedding because I had no one to walk me down the aisle. But it was worse than just my father. We were a carnival freak show, us. And I didn’t like other people’s better families adopting me either. They seemed as bad, only with money. And not mine.


I always knew I wouldn’t do it my mother’s way. That seemed like an old-fashioned wish. When I went to my first wedding I was twenty-two and I kept thinking that they were too young. Their faces looked round and liquid the same as always and they looked funny in their clothes. I was a bridesmaid in a mint green chiffon dress. All the rest of us were still just graduate students, or kids with promising stupid jobs. I didn’t envy the bride and groom at all. I thought I’d get married late. Well, I thought I knew exactly when. I thought twenty-seven. By then, I wanted to be rich and have the Beatles play at my wedding. That was already impossible. The Beatles had been apart for years. But I still thought about it. Poor people always want things like that.


You will, my mother whispered once. I didn’t really expect the things she promised anymore, but I didn’t disbelieve her yet either. She always told me we were royalty really. People didn’t know it, but we were. It was something we whispered about. I wasn’t supposed to tell.


I always wanted to marry an architect, even when I was a little girl. It was the first idea I had about who I wanted to marry. I thought I’d be a ballerina. And the only reason I’d thought of being a ballerina was our fifth-grade teacher was trying to teach us about money. We had to make a budget. First, he wanted us to choose a profession and ask for a particular salary. He let everyone be what they said and gave them the salary they had asked for. Mine was the most in the class. I’d asked for three hundred and fifty dollars a week. “Performers make a lot of money,” my mother had told me. “Go ahead and ask.”


“You have to ask for what you want in the world,” the teacher said. “Put a high price on yourselves and the world will probably be fool enough to pay it.” He was using me as a positive point, this teacher, to teach us all to feel entitled to more than we had. But I could tell in a way he hated me. He was like the others himself. Three hundred and fifty dollars a week was more than he or any of our parents earned in Wisconsin.


Even then I didn’t really want to be a ballerina. You would have to go somewhere like New York City to do that and I didn’t want to go. I didn’t even like practicing that much. My mother and Ted the ice-skating pro had never gotten around to putting up a barre for me in the basement. Dance was just the only thing I did then besides school. And what I was good at and cared about—marbles it used to be, and then cartwheels, a perfect, light, high cartwheel, hands sequential like the two parts of a footstep—everyone knew you couldn’t ask a weekly salary for that.


An architect was a funny thing to think of, where we lived. The houses were small tract, prefabs, most of them, with aluminum siding that, if you looked from a ways away, seemed like painted wood. People from the top part of town hired architects, but anyway most of those houses were just copies from other houses in slightly bigger, more glamorous places. The people had seen what they wanted in Minneapolis, say, or Milwaukee, and then had paid to have it built with its same columns along our smaller lake here.


I didn’t take ballet much longer after that year we made our budgets. When I was twelve, my mother and I moved to California so I could be on television. Even in California, my mother still never made three hundred and fifty dollars a week and I saw the world in a way much closer to my fifth-grade teacher’s than he could have imagined. Still, he shouldn’t have hated me. He didn’t know the half of it. My mom and I ate dinner on top of sealed-up cardboard boxes every night.


Is it a fortunate or an unfortunate thing, to own a life that makes you believe in the invisible? I still don’t know. Faith can come to a person slowly, like a gradual climb up a long stairs, or it can be heady and dizzying. Or it can be strong as an iron banister, never reached for or thought of at all. But the propensity for faith is inherent, like an organ or a sexual inclination. I always possessed the place for religion, but faith was unsteady in me, flitting. I didn’t always believe my father existed. The sacred had no voice for me, I was sure of it. I had been listening all my life. And whose faith was more true, those who searched for it, working and strained, or those who had never thought of it at all?


WHEN I WAS EIGHTEEN I left. It is a different thing to wait with another person than it is to wait alone. But I still believed.


I believed without knowing I believed and then, the year I was twenty-eight, I stopped. When that happened I did not know if I could continue. I had lived that way, trying, for so long.


Then the world was stiller, less light. Spirit was not everywhere but a common, transient thing.


All my life I had been looking for my father. It had been my own shame. Then, the year I was twenty-eight, I found him. And everything changed.





1


I LIVED in a small, low-ceilinged apartment beneath an old man. He was cane walking, stooped and Chinese. In the elevator he stood just to my eyebrows. He seemed to be completely alone. I weighed those factors at midnight, again, as I sat by the spray of lamplight over my textbook, while the vague, indoor noises of his television fell down through my ceiling. Outside my one window, another brick building rose, like a piece of dark paper.


I was twenty-seven and in medical school. The only reason I was in the East was to read these pages. I scratched out a note to the man above. “Dear Sir, Could you please turn down your television?” I balled it up. I had no garbage can. That was another thing. To Do.


And so I went to bed. I loved sleep. I was new in New York City, new in medical school, sleep was my voluptuous sanctuary. I slept in linen closets, on cots, floors, in waiting rooms on foam-covered chairs. I slept, and could sleep, anywhere. Under a sheet, my limbs would move in the thick pleasure of being unseen. I could sleep most times, especially if I had something warm. I dressed in layers of cotton and would leave some piece, a sweatshirt or a T-shirt, on top of a radiator. Then I took the warm thing and hugged it in my arms by my face and before the heat drained out of it I was fast asleep. I did that in boys’ apartments to help assuage the strangeness. I always woke up first, in the morning. I hated mornings there. They seemed so ordinary and industrial, machinery of the material world gearing up in hitches noisy outside. This life was approximate, I knew, standing at the window, whether or not there were any others.


I wanted to be a country doctor. I knew what I wanted my office to look like. It would be a room at the end of an orchard, with wooden bureaus and shelves, magnifying glasses, bird skeletons, nests, butterflies behind glass, a live parrot in a cage, an examining table with a clean roll of white paper. I would treat whole families, the migrant cherry pickers, Gypsies who came to the Wisconsin peninsula every year, and I would keep their histories in an even penmanship in lined notebooks. There would be a small laboratory at the back. I was specializing in internal medicine, but I did not want to get too far away from home. Most people in the world suffered common, eternal diseases.


I’d picked New York because I had a vision of myself wearing white bucks and a pink cable-knit sweater, holding the silver subway pole.


I lived there, but I never had a strong sense of place. I was always standing at a window, looking at the buildings and a small portion of the sky. Even when I walked in the park by the river, the trees never seemed beholden to that place. They were trees that could have been anywhere, just trees. I’d come to get my training. I wanted to use the place, not the other way around, and I approached with a kind of wariness.


My first day of college chemistry, a Nobel Prize winner who’d discovered an element, now colored on the periodic table, said into the microphone, “Look to your left and look to your right. Because two of you won’t get in.” He didn’t even have to say get in what. We knew. That was Brown. The tall, off-handed man wasn’t even a doctor. He was a scientist. The distinction hardly mattered to me then. I found my pencil in my mouth. Two others waited, sharpened, in a clear case. I had a good seat, because I’d come twenty minutes early, but for those in back, video monitors on the ceilings played the lecture. And that was the last joke he told all semester, if you can call it a joke.


One out of three wasn’t bad odds. Four kids from West Racine’s two-hundred-and-eighty-nine-person class went to college. Any college. And they were teachers’ children. I came from a high school in California where all the mothers cared about was colleges and straight teeth. Pencils grated around me. Brown seemed full of valedictorians.


But that time I didn’t last in the East. I transferred, the next year, to Wisconsin, after my grandmother’s third stroke. Then, only once, she came to visit me in my dormitory room in Madison. I’d encouraged the trip. I thought she would be proud of me, on campus, and that she would enjoy the idea of a scholarly life. And she would have, but she was just too old. I saw when she stepped off the bus. She held the metal bar with two hands and her feet went off parallel, stiff coming down. She pointed to a green tin box on the curb. When my mother had tried college, she’d sent her sorority clothes home to be laundered every other week and my grandmother had sent them back in this same box, all washed and pressed. Now she wanted to do the same for me. We walked a little through campus and she nodded solemnly with a downward frown. She gripped my arm too hard and I felt glad and relieved to get her into the dormitory. I had a good room and my roommate was gone for the weekend. At the hall kitchenette, I made my grandmother the Sanka that she liked. I’d bought powdered Cremora so it would be just like at home. When I walked back balancing the cup, I found she’d lowered herself to her knees. She had her hands on the top of the bed for balance. My mattress lay on an eighteen-inch platform that somebody’s boyfriend had built.


“You know what I’d do,” my grandmother whispered, the skin around her mouth gathering, “I’d get a saw and two such hinges”—she spanned her thumb and first finger to show me the size—“and build a door in here.” Her hand traced on the wood of the platform. “Then, if you hear anything trying to get in, you just crawl under and shut the door. They’ll never even know you’re here.”


She worried about the window. My roommate, Emily, and I lived in two rooms. The front one had a nice window with a tree outside. Other windows in the building had security bars but I didn’t want them because of the tree. I’d pushed my desk there and I scattered birdseed on the wood to lure birds: bluejays, robins and once a cardinal, skitting the meal over my papers as I worked.


I borrowed a car and drove my grandmother home. By the time we turned onto the old small roads outside Racine, she began to forget me. She could still take care of herself, alone in the house, but that was all. She was glad enough to let me go. At home, I undressed her and she went right to sleep, on her back, her nose the highest place on her.


LIVING IN NEW YORK, in the apartment with one window and the man who watched TV upstairs, I had no tree. I turned the light on first thing in the morning. But the brick wall outside, the hot plate on the floor in the closet, even the ticking pattern of cockroaches, made me know what I was there for. I felt a weakness in my neck. The book lay open to page 485. I stayed up later than I could, marking with yellow highlights, slowly and more slowly turning the pages. Getting in turned out to be the least of it.


I had nine thousand dollars in the bank. My inheritance. The money represented a third of the proceeds from a gasoline station my grandmother had owned. For twenty-four years after her husband died, my grandmother had dutifully driven out to the Mohawk Gasoline Station every month to collect the rent. I had often gone along and waited in the car. When we drove up slowly, the car coasting into a slot by the high red and white pumps, the manager would run out, fill up our tank and hand my grandmother an envelope. Sometimes he had a bottle of chocolate milk for me and a straw. She always paid him for the gasoline and she tried to pay him for the milk, too. My cousins and I often collected gifts we didn’t deserve because we were the owner’s children.


I kept the money in the Racine National Savings and Loan Bank. I owned a small cardboard accordion file, where I slotted the dark green passbook under S, for security. I kept all my valuables in that file, my grandfather’s watch and my mother’s costume jewelry from her college years. I hadn’t touched the money yet and I felt some satisfaction, knowing I had more than the numbers printed in blue, because there would be interest. Sometimes, I took the book out and just held it.


I’d managed major expenditures without touching that. It had been a question, when I moved, whether to come lightly and buy a futon in New York or to truck the family furniture, my desk and the old gray couch from the living room, the bed and green-and-white-striped bedspreads. If I didn’t keep the stuff, nobody else would. I saved the money from my job after college at the Wildlife Sanctuary. The salary had been small but I had no expenses. After my grandmother’s fourth stroke, my senior year, I’d moved back into the house on Guns Road.


It seemed an odd thing to do, moving half a houseful of furniture across the country, worrying over trucks, examining the arrived familiar things for nicks and scratches. That is the middle class: paying thousands of dollars trucking pieces of junk from one state to another. These were not antiques or anything. But I was from the West. I hadn’t planned on my New York apartment being so small. I was embarrassed and I didn’t want people to know I’d moved all these chairs here. There was something not young about me when I was young. I lived in an overfull room, hitting my hipbones on table corners.


Once when I was asleep, I heard a thump against my door just before it was light. The sky was streaked with gray and blue and a strange pale cream. I hadn’t locked the door. I just forgot. That was another thing I couldn’t get in the habit of doing right. I never locked doors. I reached down the side of my platform, touched the rough wood I’d shipped from Wisconsin. I thought of the hinged door. There was no hinged door. It was my own fault and now I waited on my back in bed. My mother had always been terrified and locked everything six times, even car doors. I hated that. I wanted to feel careless. I tried to be.


Later, the upstairs neighbor’s water rushing thoroughly in the walls, I turned on the light and opened the door. A new phone book, the yellow pages, slumped against the wood. This seemed hilariously funny. Once before, in Madison, I’d been in bed and I heard something alive land through the window. It turned out to be a twelve-pound cat. So far in my life, for me, nothing that followed was as bad as that first gasp.


It was just morning. Nothing had happened. The old man upstairs had on his TV already and I forgave him. I even liked it. I made a strong cup of coffee and began flipping through the yellow pages. I turned to the D’s. Detective Svce wedged between Dentists and Diamonds. “See Investigators—Private,” the book said. I almost didn’t, but I did. All the boxed entries advertised MISSING PERSONS. After MATRIMONIAL, they seemed to be the main attraction. Some firms bragged about the numbers of unmarked cars, others claimed international service. A lot of them seemed to be run by ex–police lieutenants and ex–district attorneys. One ad said UNUSUAL CASES! DIFFICULT PROBLEMS and I turned the corner of the page back, thinking that was me, until I realized, with a funny feeling, that missing persons did not seem to be unusual.


Right then I started calling agencies. I didn’t really mean to. It was an odd thing to do when I was always behind with work and sleep stole my time. A luxury meant caramel flan and café con leche at the green-lit Cuban-Chinese diner on Amsterdam. That morning, spatters of unremitting rain ticked on the window. There is glamorous and dull rain. This was dull rain.


The first detective put me on hold. He transferred me to Missing Persons. When I told Missing Persons what I knew, a sure-sounding guy said he’d be wasting my time. “You just don’t have enough. It’s a big country,” he said.


The next one was a young woman. “Wait a minute, wait a minute,” she said while I told my story. I didn’t like talking about him. It reminded me of being a girl, standing still while the interrogation slanted down on me. Have you heard anything from your dad? Do you miss him? I felt sullen. But of course, I’d called her. Still, I said as little as possible. I answered her questions with yeses and nos. Mostly nos.


“Twenty-five hundred,” she said. “That’s ballpark, you understand.”


The next place I called transferred me three times before anyone would listen. But then, the man seemed kind. He said hmmm, thoughtfully and somehow impersonal in a way I liked, as if this weren’t my life we were talking about, but something general. “Why don’t we schedule a meeting just so I can hear all the facts.”


I had to ask him first, how much that would cost.


“Oh, nothing yet,” he said.


He actually came to my apartment. I suppose his seeing where I lived helped me with the price. Hard as it might have been for other people to believe, I felt sort of proud of my apartment. It was the first place I’d had on my own. Sometimes I missed that: the refrigerator door yawning open in the other room, Emily clomping in, a cat draping silkily around my legs. Here, no matter how poor I was, I had furniture. I felt proud and ashamed of that, depending on how the other person seemed.


I don’t even remember the detective’s name. This bothers me, but when I think about him, even hard, I know I don’t know it. I’m pretty sure I never even received a report from him, anything in writing. It’s all vague to me, the way a casual affair might be. That’s what I did instead of casual affairs my first year in the East.


I offered the detective tea and he accepted, then seemed to regret it as I clanged about my closet kitchen, bumping my hot plate on the floor, extracting two cups from their unlikely situation in the half-size refrigerator. “No storage,” I apologized. The apartment building had once been a hotel and the kitchen, a linen closet. Racine’s old downtown had this kind of brick building. Downtown and this kind of place meant squalor there, old single men with strange-smelling habits. The detective sat in my grandmother’s coil rocker. When I gave him his tea, there was nowhere for him to put it, so he held it in his open palm on his thigh. With his other hand, he took notes on what I told him about my father. He didn’t ask much. We settled on a price of fifteen hundred. Seven hundred and fifty then, the subsequent seven hundred fifty upon location. C.O.D., so to speak. I wrote out the check. I hadn’t budgeted the money and I didn’t want to take it out of the bank. I didn’t want to use my grandmother’s gas station money to do this. I just wanted to do it. Sort of on the side.


That night I balanced my checkbook. I determined to stop buying Cuban coffee from the cart outside school. I had a predilection for little luxuries. They reminded me of my mother. Gish, the only one of my grandmother’s friends still alive in Racine, used to scold me for this. I should be saving my money for a house. “I myself buy Seal-test,” she said. “And, I’ll have you know, it’s very tasty. Plenty tasty.” I knew I’d never have a house.


After I’d subtracted the seven hundred and fifty dollars, I had forty left. Okay, so I wouldn’t go home for Christmas. I’d stay here and work. I’d been given to understand, by the detective, that this fee represented a reduction from his ordinary schedule and also, that mine was not a job he approached with any great optimism. What little information I owned was scarce. The last place I’d seen my father was California. I didn’t know if he’d held down any kind of job out there.


“It would really help if you could get that social security number,” the detective said. I shook my head. I had no way of getting it. My mother said she didn’t have it and she didn’t want me to find him anyway. Not just for myself, the way it was by then.


The detective wore a large, square ring on his middle finger, and I wanted it. Sometimes I used to get like that with a thing. I’d never owned a ring. His would have been too big, I’d have had to wind yarn around the bottom the way I did as a child with rings from my grandmother’s top dresser drawer. I’d fill my hands with family jewels and ask where each one came from, lifting them to the light by the kitchen windows. “Ugh, I don’t know. I don’t know where I got all such junk,” my grandmother said.


The detective didn’t particularly look like a detective. He wore thick-soled, tie-up shoes, the comfortable kind you often saw on college professors and legal aid lawyers. I rode down the elevator with him and walked him to the outer door. He told me when he was my age, he had lived in Queens and written a detective novel. A company called Endicott had offered to publish it. But the advance had seemed insultingly small and he had said no. That seemed to be all there was to it. “Probably my big mistake,” he said.


I asked him where he lived now. Outside it was raining, silver falling in the darkness.


“Queens,” he said. At the revolving doors, he put on his hat and buttoned his coat.


He remained a polite man. All that September, he returned my phone calls but initiated only two. In October, he picked up a shred of a trail in Washington State, but after a few weeks, that seemed to go nowhere. I stayed over Christmas and I guess I left a lot of messages for him then. By the third week in January, I had to withdraw money from my inheritance. Four hundred dollars. I told myself that this was only the interest. That I still had what she left me. But by then I needed food. It wasn’t a choice anymore. It was erosion, life costing and wearing me back to nothing. That is the way I always was. With my mother and me, poverty was never far away. College seemed a lighter world. The other kids talked about money, even bounced checks, but none of it was real.


It took a day getting the money to where I was. I’d started too late, when my checking account was already down below zero, so I had to call the Wisconsin bank long distance and ask them to wire it to me. All the people at that bank knew my grandmother and they didn’t like to hear that I needed money fast. That was like my mother.


Finally, it was all done. I walked home with a bag of groceries, a hot barbecued chicken releasing its moisture up towards my face in the cold air. It made me think of sex with a woman. I clutched the bag tighter to me. At least I had the chicken. It would last that night and tomorrow. So tomorrow wouldn’t cost any money. Spent money was like that.


By February, the detective sounded unhappy to hear from me. “Yes,” he said when I said who I was. He was like someone I’d slept with once. I called him on a Wednesday and then again on a Friday. He had that pause-then-all-right hello. It was dumb to call him when he didn’t want to hear from me, I knew it, but I had to. I couldn’t help it. Then, after, I felt worse.


When I called again the first Monday in March, he asked if I’d like a refund and he would just quit. I felt sort of stung; my hand lifted up in front of my face. Had I been that bad? Fumbling, I said that was okay, and he turned all business, getting my address again and the zip code. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard someone giving up on me.


And sure enough, four days later, his check arrived, the whole seven hundred and fifty dollars. In a way I was glad to have my money again. That was something.


I WAS ALWAYS trying to find my father except when I was in love. And not too long after the detective whose name I’ve forgotten sent back my money, I met Bud Edison. His real name was Guy and he seemed enough. That was a year and then some time after.


I’d had boyfriends, I guess the same amount of all that as anybody, but I was never partial to the ones who were there, the ones who fixed my car and noticed my haircuts and went with me to see afternoon movies. They seemed only the people who had picked me. I wanted to pick. And the men I picked were hard to know. I understood the pain of that, I recognized it in the first froth of attraction. I knew this was how it was with my father, but then a lot of girls were the same way and they had fathers and everything.


I was twenty-seven and Bud Edison was, in a way, my first date. In the West, we didn’t do that. We’d go out with a bunch of friends or sort of hang out at someone’s house and then you’d get together and that was it. But Bud Edison was definitely a date. When we came out from the movie, a blind man asked us to walk him to the bus stop. We each took one of his arms. He tested the pavement in front of him with a nimble white cane. We weren’t looking at each other but we were there, holding him up on both sides. Once he almost slipped and I felt Bud Edison’s arm, on the other side, lifting him back up, as I did the same thing, and it was true, we were falling in love, as we waited for the bus.


When the lighted bus swam away into the dark, Bud leaned against an old brick wall and pulled me to him by my two lapels. It was very cold, night clouds held still in the sky and we felt bulky in our coats and gloves. He wore a particular kind of woolen hat pulled down and in it he looked bald and like idiot boys I’d seen on the bus to special school in Wisconsin. Just then I understood for the first time: you can love an idiot, a blind man or an ugly woman as deep as you can love anyone. He pushed me against the wall then and kissed me, his eyes closed so he reached for me by feel as a young animal would.


I was afraid to do anything wrong, so I never called him. I just waited. I counted the days between and each more day seemed like saved money. When I saw him, we did things that made New York seem like a place. I was still new and I’d stand on a street I’d never seen before and look up at the tall buildings and then back at myself. I didn’t know how I could keep him.


He’d told me, “There are better-looking women than you, but no one smarter.” He had said he wanted us to have children, see our mix in them. The same day, he’d looked at me and said, “That’s really your best thing. The black. And those earrings.” The earrings were from my grandmother’s drawer, made of paste.


There are few people whose presence can equal or even contain their absence, who can maintain a daily density. But when you meet them, the music starts and you go, oh, God. It is not a matter of decision. You are along for the ride as long as it lasts. I always knew that for me falling in love would mean being toppled over, darkened out completely. There was nothing else anymore I really wanted.


BY THE SUMMER, I called him all the time, late at night and said, in a weak voice, “I don’t know.” I was the one who always wanted more. Once, he came to my apartment in a taxi and we walked to Grant’s Tomb. It was hours before light and I had just a jacket on over my nightgown. The trees swayed above us, ferny, mysterious, and it was a summer sky with full night clouds and the river. Kissing him, I could never quite get where I wanted. We knew we were young and this was the last of it.


There were problems. I cried a lot. Even when we laughed and smiled there was a trace of sadness in it. He often took a deep breath and ran the pad of one finger over my face as if soon he would have to be remembering.


I didn’t really blame him for leaving me. “I want to see you laugh again,” he said. After we stopped talking, I began writing him letters I didn’t send. I thought if I kept my vigil, I could give them all to him someday and then he would understand.


“I’m on a plane to Wisconsin. One of my worse recurring fears, driving, flying—I even wear my seat belt now—is that I will die and no one will know—really how much I have loved you. You will sort of know but maybe doubt in time. I have loved you to the bottom of myself. It is the most valuable thing I ever had to give on this earth. Please value it.”


Other letters had less sky in them. Some were pretty mean. I felt everything for him, the whole carousel of mouthing color. There were forty-three letters in all. Then I stopped writing, not because my feelings changed, but because I decided to do something else. I decided again to find my father. I had not seen my father for thirteen maybe fourteen years. Something like that. And even before, I did not know him really. I didn’t know what he was like, what kind of man he was. I had never seen him as much as I wanted.


Then finally, when I was twenty-eight, I put the letters and everything I had from Bud away. I tied the papers with a ribbon in a cigar box from Boss’s Tobacco and Magazine Shop. I had packages like this, offerings to my father, all over my apartment. He was why I saved things. An envelope contained two butterflies and four dried flowers with their stems from the Glacier Trail. Paintbrush, black-eyed Susan, juniper and thimbleberry. My father would have been fifty-five this year, or fifty-six. I knew because my mother always told me that they were the same age. That seemed romantic to me, like a couple of equal height dancing.


I was starting up again with my father because I wanted to end something. Sometimes I lost interest for a while, but it always came back. In a way I had been looking for my father all my life. But what I’d called looking had really been something else. I made substitutes. My efforts were superstitious. They were things I did to myself, for him. Many times I’d followed a man walking down a street until I could see his face. Then I just stopped, still.


I had to stop dabbling and wondering, scribbling on stray envelopes, and admit how little I had. I would have to take actions in the physical world. I had not really been looking for him there.


For a long time, I’d wanted to get into medical school more than everything—I believed that would be the rest. And here I was, in with hundreds of others. It didn’t seem like such a big deal.


There are different ways to end a long passion. One is to find the thing you always wanted, even if you cannot hold it, to touch it once. Another is just to forget. Another, I suppose, is revenge. I never wanted revenge, for Bud Edison or for my father. I always wanted people back.


LOOKING BACK NOW, I would say, for me, growing up without a father meant a sense of extraordinarily open geographic possibility. I would look at a map of the fifty states. At school, I volunteered to clean the blackboards so I could stay after and pull down the huge maps. I imagined my father and me on a long afternoon in the thin blue air of the Rockies, a yellow butterfly drifting before my eyes, nothing else but fields and line-stemmed flowers and sheer gray rock. Our shoes sank in the loamy mountain soil, my blue sneakers with white rubber rims and white laces and his man’s shoes, oblong, serious. Time hung as the butterfly, without moving at all, an arm’s length from us on the weightless air.


I would spin the globe hard, all the oceans and countries streaking by in vivid school colors. I knew my father was not anyplace there.


From the way I grew up, unattended much of the time, and in the country, I had a sense of vast space, slow open land and late afternoon diminishment and stillness. When we all lived together in my grandmother’s house, I would set the table, she’d peel her apron off and take my cousin Ben and me on a walk before we ate. That was like my grandmother. She always finished everything early. The walk was for my mother, too. She always looked rinsed and the two sides of her face seemed more even after we’d left her alone. My mother had changed rooms in the house since my father left. She stayed in the upstairs room she’d had as a child and she didn’t like us to go in. “Knock,” she used to say.


We learned proportion from walking as the light left. We circled our old grandmother, who never once inquired how we were doing in school. The brick school stood in town, far away from where we lived. It was something we did by ourselves and seemed to hold no interest for our elders. We went off in the morning carrying lunch pails. It was like having a tiny job.


From school, though, we had become regular children after all. We ran in the same kind of shoes the other kids had and we believed, as they did, in progress and all the things we could expect. Every afternoon, we rode the school bus home. I looked out the window and saw workmen high on poles, yellow helmets on their heads. I tried to believe that all the open land would eventually be strapped and bound by the nicked wooden poles and looping black telephone wires, so that someone anywhere could be found.


For me, the telephone held magic. When I lived with my grandmother, my father came alive only through the old heavy black plastic receiver. He could be anyplace and I always sat in the corner of the kitchen in the chair with the luffed stuffing coming out of a cracked T in the vinyl. He called seven times over those years—I kept count: from Montana, Wyoming, Nevada twice, California, Arizona and Texas.


I learned how to use the phone when I was very young, soon after I learned to walk and talk. It was a secret thing I did. I told nobody. Not even my grandmother or my best friend, later, when I had one. This didn’t fall within friendship. It was something else altogether. I always had a deep sense of the private.


Through all the school field trips of fun, there would be a moment I’d slip away from the bus and the chain of singsong voices; I’d walk until I found a phone book in a dusty store in Michigan, say, under the ice cooler full of pop, and I’d look up my father’s name. Atassi. He could be there. Names were printed alphabetically. Other A’s. I couldn’t picture him though, in May, on this quiet main street, red wheelbarrows out the window already marked half-price. My father had always been different. The way he stood up straight. And then there were the letters before and the letters after. He wasn’t there.


Then I changed a little. This was one more place he wasn’t: Flint, Michigan. Now I could enjoy it, see it, just Flint, a place somewhere, like so many others. My day didn’t matter so much anymore. The country seemed big, big. And what was I doing standing with a phone book in a store, only one dime in my pocket? Someone might notice me. I took my time walking back to the game. I saw the yellow bus perched in the distance, I heard my classmates’ voices like one village on a hill, far away. Old cherry trees blossomed on the green hillside of Flint, Michigan, and fog glaciered in, surrounding the trucks to their knees. I stopped and touched the frail, cool blossoms. I didn’t run. I knew I could bear whatever I was missing. I didn’t want excitement then. I was saving it. For later.


Eventually I learned about 411. “Information,” they’d say, or “Directory assistance.” Telephones then, like cars at first, came only black and heavy. On mouthpieces you could taste other people’s breath, get the shine of their chins, smell the ends of their perfume. I held the receiver in my right hand a little away from my face. I lived with a grandmother very much afraid of germs. She’d taught me, when I was little, how to go to the bathroom in gas stations and how to use public telephones. In gas stations, it depended on whether it was the kind of bathroom with only one toilet or the type that had stalls. If there was only one, you locked the door. Otherwise you left the outer door open a little, so somebody nearby could hear if you screamed. One thing my mother and grandmother agreed on was the protection of my body from men. They made me practice scream. I felt embarrassed, standing on our own back porch, no one around us but trees. Across the street Paddy Winkler cut his lawn with a hand mower. He was blind but not deaf. I sent off weak sounds that flew and landed quickly. That was the thing about there, it stayed so quiet. My grandmother stood, her hands working together on the front of her dress, mouth different with worry, whispering, “Come on now, I can’t hardly hear you. Really scream so someone will come and save you. You never know who’ll be in there.”


I was to take toilet paper squares and overlap them on the seat, using enough so that none of the porcelain showed. Chances were, the toilet paper dispenser would be empty and so I was supposed to carry, at all times, a packet of Kleenex for the purpose. Then, underwear down around knees, skirt held up, I was trained to balance carefully. The full weight of my bottom should hang a good two inches above the buffered toilet seat throughout the whole operation. My grandmother had demonstrated at home. After all this, of course, I was supposed to clean up for the next person. The main thing was, I should wash my hands. No matter what, I had to wash my hands, and good. This was a time before public awareness of the deforestation of our region in North America or the conservation of paper were much considered. In fact, our small city made paper: toilet paper, paper towels and all manner of industrial paper. I still see the name of our paper mill raised up in relief on the tin toilet-paper dispensers all over the country: Fort Howard. That is the only public reminder of my hometown. I once pulled Bud Edison, dazed, into a Ladies’ Room stall to see. “That’s where I’m from.” Racine is not a place that has produced that many movie stars or politicians.


As for the pay phones, they formed another station where my Kleenex would come in handy. I could wet one with my mouth and rub it on the plastic. But even so, I was to keep the whole instrument a few inches from my head. This became such a habit with my grandmother that she did it even at home, holding her own, daily-wiped receiver far out from her face. This accounted for her shouting, and for her frantic “What? What did you say, I can’t hear you,” when she was never even the slightest bit deaf. She looked at the instrument with such expressive suspicion, it seemed she expected the plastic to respond.


I don’t mean my grandmother was ridiculous. She was asked to raise children at a time when she was already old and beginning to find trouble with the simple acts of reaching and bending. She felt she had to teach me and Ben about everything impending while she still could. She fashioned the kind of cautious childhood, though, that made me seek out danger.


Over the years of my grammar school education, I called information, gave a hundred women with mother-cool voices the spelling of my father’s name. They never found him. Not even the wrong one. It is not a common name. It was because he was Arab. Egyptian. I understood that Egyptian was more foreign than German or even Swedish or Polish. I knew that my hair and skin came from Egypt, but the rest of me was American. “You look like a regular enough kid to me,” my grandmother said, frowning, after I’d pestered her.


Later, the phone company started charging for information. I’ve spent hundreds of dollars on those charges, maybe into the thousands. It was something I did absentmindedly, the way some people eat. This held an edge of risk but it was not risk. You could always hang up.


I always knew my father gambled. Twice, he had been in Nevada when we talked to him. He’d been married there, to a woman named Uta. Once, my mother and I flew out to visit him when he was a waiter in Las Vegas. The second time I saw him, we went to Disneyland with Uta and Uta’s granddaughter. You might think we would have kept addresses and phone numbers, but none of that worked for us. My father disappeared without a trace. Other people, like my grandmother, deeply trusted the mails and used the telephone with determination. But we knew none of those systems bound. They broke. People could go absolutely lost. As a child I never owned stamps or an address book. I didn’t write thank-you notes or anything. My mother meant to teach me these things, but there was never time. We were always so behind.


I WORKED in a hospital ward for money. It was a job I found through school; I was supposed to assist a man named Dr. Chase, but he was busy with his research; he studied the masoteric response of cats in different stages of sleep, spent as little time with his human patients as possible, and so I hardly ever saw him. Usually, he left me a pile of charts and I did the rounds, taking temperatures and pulses. Sometimes I drew blood and elicited urine samples. When I walked in, in the afternoon, and put on my white coat, it felt like I was entering the slow TV time of children in pajamas having sick days at home.


Once, two men in bathrobes were dealing cards at a low table in the recreation room, and that made me think again of Nevada. I didn’t remember if I’d ever called directory assistance in Reno or Las Vegas and if I had, it was a long time ago.


I ran down the three empty flights of hospital stairs and heard my steps behind me like a summer school, empty and echoing. I wiped the pay phone receiver on my shirt. It was oily from use and slightly antiseptic. People had urgent pale conversations from hospital booths. First I had to call the operator for the area code of Nevada. 702. Even these numbers made me feel warmer. I dialed and then heard a metallic sound. “I’m sorry. All circuits are busy now.” It was a recorded voice—you couldn’t talk back. I dialed again. Same thing. My childhood wish had been satisfied. You could dial anywhere in the world quickly. But even in this country, a person could still go unlisted if he wanted to.


I gave up and did my rounds. They were all routine except the old woman from Michigan who felt pain in her chest and the girl with hepatitis, who whimpered while I took her blood. She had deep veins, hard to get in. I kept Emory’s room for last. In the corridor, I took two trays from the dinner cart. I hadn’t eaten for a long time, it seemed like. I knocked twice, Emory didn’t answer, and so I turned the knob and set the door opening. Nothing was locked here, except supply closets. Patients weren’t allowed locks. I shut the door behind me and took a sharp breath. I’d forgot how cold Emory’s room always was. His desk was completely covered with toothpick boxes, paper and glue, as was the small medicine table. Emory sat at his desk holding together a new joint in his conservatorium. I swung out the tray from the metal arm of the hospital bed, set both our dinners there, and slid on top of the sheets. The bed felt good. My legs, on their own, fanned a little.


Emory was ten years older and my favorite. I always had a favorite and that was who made me like my job enough. He was an artist and a thief. He had a record. He was losing hair and graying at the same time and he had overlapping front teeth. His features seemed fastened, close together in the middle of his face. The skin was loose and blotchy, his features uneven, but he could cast a look of intent insulted torment that made him almost beautiful. He spent the day in his hospital room working, making miniature buildings of toothpicks and Elmer’s glue. He was in for nine weeks, the time the state insurance for indigents allowed for his diagnosis, which was periocarditis, water around the lining of the heart. His buildings were all civic centers or temples, places of worship and imaginary factories and bridges. He called them models. His life in the hospital, he said, was not much different than outside except that here he did not have to worry about making a living. He had another six weeks.


I lifted the cover from one dinner. Steam rose with the smell of overboiled peas. It was stew.


“You always start with the dessert, that’s your problem,” Emory said. And he was right, I was already eating the pudding. One thing I’d discovered from years of institutional food was that a certain kind of custard survived the huge kitchens, even flourished there. The little odd square dessert in TV dinners; the airplane cobbler; I still remembered a butterscotch pudding from a dormitory cafeteria. And it was impossible to resist a dessert when I hadn’t had enough sleep. This was warm custard with berries. The rest of the meal, the overcooked unapparent greens, looked bad.


“Can I have yours then?”


Emory still sat holding his toothpick joint. Then he leaned his face close and blew on it. Gently, his hands opened out and he slid the white enamel chair back. It worked. The joint held. In this small room, Emory’s sketches, made with pencil on brown grocery bag paper, were taped on every wall. His own toothpick structures stood on all surfaces and on the floor.


“Take it. I, as you know, cannot stand the sweet.”


“That’s your problem.”


“Yes.” Emory twirled the flat dark-green strands of vegetable on his fork as if they were pasta. Emory was a vegetarian and he ate slowly around the meat.


I shifted a little and felt something hard underneath me. I reached and found an empty spool.


“That’s mine,” Emory said, grabbing it from my hand.


“I wasn’t going to take it from you.”


“I’m sorry,” he said, already shaking his head, “but I need that.”


Emory’s room worked this way. Papers and objects teetered on every surface, thrilled by breeze. Needed things rose and Emory pocketed them, saved them to lose them again. As an absolute rule, he threw nothing out. Order was not natural to Emory. He accepted this. He lived in a filled world and feathers appeared in his hands, spools survived, you could see the shadows of his toothpick structures, with the air inside them. The only living thing in his room was a red full rose.


When he finished eating, I tied the rubber band around his arm and asked him to make a fist. He looked away while I took blood.


“I decided something, Emory.”


“I knew she was gonna do this. I asked you just last week and you said no.”


“I’m not leaving, Emory.”


“Oh. So, what you saying?”


“I don’t think I ever talked to you about my father. But I haven’t seen him since I was a child.”


“Good riddance, probably.”


A knock at the door stopped me. It was a clean, hard knock, even like a woodpecker. “That’s Lynn the candy striper. I like her, let her in,” Emory said.


I was sitting, my legs M’ed on the bed, changing the full tube for an empty, and I thought of standing up, but Emory, I could see, was observing me and I decided to stay where I was.


Lynn pecked in on her hard high heels, hitched for a moment, seeing us on the bed, then decided, apparently, to go on as usual. “Medicine time, Mr. Sparn.”


She held a paper cup of water and two pills. She was a nurse, in a white uniform. He grabbed them, swallowed quickly, and then she reversed herself, left.


“Anyway, I decided I’m going to find my father. I don’t know how yet, but I’m going to really try.”


“What for? Hardly nobody I know got a dad, ’s a white girl hangup. Most of them aren’t worth having once you’ve got them anyway. Mine was nothing. Junk.”


“But just to know him, to see.” I shrugged. It wasn’t worth arguing. “Okay, now close your arm. There. Hold it.”


Emory, who was capable of great economy of movement, true stillness, began jiggling his left knee. He did that when he wanted time to go faster. That was how I could tell he wanted me to take my tubes and leave.


By then it was three-twenty. Circuits rang free. I told the operator that I didn’t know if it was Las Vegas or Reno that I was looking for. I gave her the name. Residence, I said.


“I have no listing for a residence in either Reno or Las Vegas,” she said.


“Okay, business,” I said.


“Just one moment,” she said. “I show no listing under business either.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Spell it back to me, please?”


“A-T-A-S-S-I. Atassi,” she said. “We have nothing.”


The thing about doing that was, when it’s over, it was still me in the hospital, hearing the same light rumble I didn’t notice for a moment. It was only my life.


THE LAST PLACE I saw my father was California. My mother and I lived in a rented room with rented furniture, the two of us. We’d left my mother’s husband, Ted Stevenson the ice-skating pro. My grandmother was in her house alone again. I’d wanted to go to California, even though it hurt like a shock whenever I remembered her. But then in Los Angeles, my father turned up. I’m not sure if my mother knew he would be there or not. Nobody told me much. Just one Saturday, he came over and kind of sat there, acting something like a divorced dad. We knew he was married and living with Uta in Pasadena, but he didn’t bring her along that day.


My mom was getting dressed. She was still putting on makeup when he arrived. He slumped in the corner chair wearing tennis clothes, cream-colored and clean. I remember the cloth looked light against his skin. His racket was propped against his knee and he seemed comfortable on our furniture. He thought nothing of taking the best chair. He’d allegedly come to see me, but I guess I was still an age that required translation. My mother, I suppose, was easier to talk to.


We heard her knocking over brushes, things breaking in the little bathroom, which was sectioned off from the rest with a beaded curtain. “Damn,” we heard and a jar cracked. My mother had a lot of sounds.


My father shouted questions to her about my progress in school. She lied, making me sound better than I was. It wasn’t just that she lied. A lot of the answers she really didn’t know. I tried to make jokes, get them to fuss, prolong this rare concern. I liked being the kid of parents.


“Well, so, what’s what?” my mother said, stepping out, posing, one leg bent, hands on hips.


“Why don’t you let me take your daughter out to dinner? Would you like that, Mayan?” He stood up and took my hand.


I curtseyed, imitating royalty. That was something we did together, my father and me. “Do oy know yow?” I said.


She looked over me right at him. “Well, I thought we’d all go, if that’s okay?”


He raised his eyebrows, then did his part. “Do I know you?” He didn’t have to exaggerate. He already had an accent.


We drove in his car, me in the backseat. I was still at an age when my parents looked so big to me. As big and regular-profiled as people on billboards. Nobody else that we grew up around, even my grandmother or the Briggses, who owned the department store, looked like that. But they did. My parents seemed glamorous, if only to me. They knew how large they loomed to me and I think they found that consoling.


“They’re thinking of skipping her,” my mother said, “but I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”


“Yes but her name is really Atassi. Do you understand that, Mayan?” My father looked over his shoulder at me. Then he steered over to the side of the road and stopped the car. “Your name is not Stevenson. Your name is Mayan Atassi. I am your father,” he told me. “No one else can be that.”


My name in school, on the right-hand corner of every page, was Mayan Stevenson. “Okay,” I told him, with my head down so my mother couldn’t see my eyes.


We ate dinner but we couldn’t have dessert because my father had his tennis game at eight.


THE LAST PLACE I saw him was a Los Angeles restaurant that same year. It was the Hamburger Hamlet and I’m embarrassed, even now, that it wasn’t someplace better. I’ve heard of divorced dads who took their daughters for hundred-dollar days. The daughter could pick out anything she wanted up to a hundred dollars. I would have wanted to eat in a ballroom with a quartet, but I never would have said so. I imagined waiters who would bring silver dishes they opened with a flourish at the end, their hands in gloves. Me in an ice-blue gown and long white gloves. I wanted my father to give me a velvet box, with a ring inside. I thought that would make me feel like his daughter.


I was never a fancy child. I didn’t have velvet slippers and sequiny things. I didn’t put my hair up different ways. I was always too embarrassed to be that. I wanted to be but I thought if people looked at me that way they’d laugh. It seemed like they had laughed at my mother once long ago before I was born, and that was when she sealed up herself and learned to shrug and just say, they don’t know, they don’t know at all, these people around here, what I have in me.


It was only a weekday morning and I was sick. So far in California, my mother had left me alone when I was sick. She had to. She had to go to work. But now, since we’d seen my father that one time, she wanted to call him.


“Don’t,” I said. I really didn’t want her to. I didn’t know him that well. He seemed like too much work.


“If he wants to be your father, let him do what fathers do for a change.”


“Don’t. Please.”


But then she called and he was coming and I had to get dressed. I already understood that you had to look nice for men. Any time. It wasn’t like being at home with women. I fought on tights and shoes. Standing up, I looked normal but I felt sick at the back of my neck.


It was a weekday morning and so I guess he wasn’t working. He hadn’t really told us. My mother figured Uta was supporting him. “Are you kidding, why else do you think he’s with her?” I waited, dressed up in my best dress, collapsed in our corner chair. I felt like being in bed, not hot and dressed up, the comb pressed through my limp, sick-day hair. But also, I knew I’d better not miss a chance with my father. I couldn’t tell how many more chances I would get.


My mother was gone by the time he arrived. I unlocked the door and let him in. “Hungry?” he said, standing there. His keys dangled off the end of his right hand.


We drove to the Hamburger Hamlet my mother and I went to all the time for dinner. It was an odd time of day, though. And my father asked the hostess to give us a booth in the bar. I’d never sat in the bar part before. TV voices were mumbling in the background and we sat in the dark. I kept an empty place on my left side. I didn’t know where to put my hands, with my father. They seemed wrong everywhere. I sat on them.


“Coffee black,” he ordered like my mother always did. They said it with a kind of air. Coffee with milk was tawdry, something housewives drank.


Now that I am grown up, I understand how hard it is to talk to children. Sometimes you just want relief. But he and I, we didn’t light up once that day. I was too tired to help him much. Usually I helped. Then he drove me home and left, telling me to lock the door from the inside. I heard his shuffling footsteps on the landing, then his car, and I took my good clothes off, not hanging them up, leaving them like petals just where they dropped, and fell nude and slender and hot under the quilt and slept. It was a quilt my grandmother had made on her gray living-room carpet. I’d helped her measure with my hands and tied the yarns.


That was the last time I saw my father. It was a weekday in 1970, in Los Angeles. It took me a while to understand that that was the last time I would see him. I don’t think he knew this at the time either.


Three weeks later, we hadn’t heard from him and so my mother called the number in Pasadena he had written down. The operator told us it had been disconnected and there was no new number. I called 411 for every city and town in southern California. None of them found him either.


I decided if I ever saw him again he would not be my father, but just a man.


AFTER THAT ONCE, it went back to the way it had always been. He lived everywhere and nowhere. He could come back, any day, so we had to be ready all the time. We lived like that, jangled, for years, looking over our shoulders, feeling nervous and watched, expecting. We tried to have everything about us look nice always but we got tired. It took too much effort. When he came, we knew, we had to be there and open the door. We would not get a second chance. And on that day, he would look at us and judge. It was like a surprise inspection. My father was like God. He seemed always to be watching. You’d think it would have made us neat and proper, organized, prepared. But we felt defeated. We were only ashamed.


I did certain things for him. And I guess they had to do with pain. I was afraid I would forget. Especially when our life looked normal. Once before, my mother married a man and we lived in a house on a road with other low houses, Carriage Court. I stood outside and the sky was immense and our garbage cans stood dented by the garage, our lawn tools, like other people’s. That was when it was hard to believe. So I touched my tooth in a certain way. I bit my inside cheek so it bled.


I felt an attraction to fire. Always. I took matches from anywhere that offered them. And then I’d go outside alone and light them one by one. I tried to make them burn down as far as I could, so there was nothing left when they went out. For no reason. I came close to burning my fingernails but I never felt it. A lot of the days and nights of my childhood were spent that way, doing tiny things that I couldn’t really explain to anybody else. I’d stop when I heard the train go by, its rush of air like wings.


I used to burn food. I started that in the far yard by my grandmother’s house when I was a child and I did it, even in California. I liked the way different things burned. Once, at my grandmother’s I burned a Rock Cornish hen over a garbage tank. We had a fire and other people were roasting hens and corn on the cob to eat. Everyone had been out for hours raking leaves and now there was the burn. I watched until I was alone and then held my hen on the stick over the fire. I did what the others had but I never took it out. First it just went orange and slick, then it turned dark like caramel but still shiny and that was when it was smelling in a curl high up to heaven, but then it got harder and tight, the skin close to the bones like an old face. Finally it flamed. All the while a transparent banner was lifting, the odor, I felt I was feeding the sky. Once it was pure flame it cracked and popped, a shot of liquid struck out and singed the metal, and it burned itself out, still the same shape and I saw it, like a skeleton, the same thing, but like the ribs of a house, no walls, and then the carbon collapsed and one round ash rose into the air. There was nothing like the smell of burning meat in the night country air. It seemed to feed something invisible and high.


I had rare capacities for concentration, but always for the wrong thing. In school, I couldn’t really pay attention. All our exercises seemed small, everything on paper made up. I think they thought of me then as a normal kid. They didn’t know. I fasted. I was the first anorexic in America. I made it up myself. All my girlfriends dieted too but I possessed more discipline. It entered me like the spine that had always been missing. I was growing up without order. We had no rules. My mother meant to, but we were always too far behind. So when I made the promise to myself I kept it, absolutely. I’d burn a whole meal and smelling it disappear into the sky was almost the same as eating. I could step into a bakery and distinguish the chocolate and the glazed caramel, the soft bland sweetness of the buns. That was enough.


Once, I went to a fund-raising benefit for the Racine Public Library’s refurbishment. Marion Werth, our librarian, held the sides of the podium and read a speech about the history of Racine, the French fur traders and Menomenee Indians coloring the clear river waters with war paint and open blood. It was my fifth day of eating only lettuce and raw cow corn. My mother would cut a head of tight iceberg into four. We’d sprinkle red wine vinegar and salt on it and stand there eating in the bare kitchen. She was always dieting too. It was May and on the way home from school, I just walked through the cornfields, picked the small fresh cobs and stood there eating them. I was ten. Nobody watched those fields.


Each plate at the benefit was supposed to cost a hundred dollars. But nobody had paid for me. Our eight-plate table had nine people. The Briggses bought a whole table for the department store, and at the last minute they invited me. Emily and I were supposed to share a plate. A Black Forest Torte, intricately layered, waited at the center of the table for Marion Werth to finish. We knew it was a Black Forest Torte because there was a little cream-colored card propped there, calligraphed in brown-gold, that said so. Everyone said Marion Werth wrote only with fountain pens and brown ink. Uniformed Catholic High boys, holding polished silver cake servers, stood stationed by each table. The one by ours slipped his into his pants pocket. The fancy end stuck out. Emily Briggs at that time had a weight problem. She was short-legged: “long-waisted,” she herself called it. She was wearing a blue party dress, and her graduated pearl necklace. Finally the audience was applauding, Marion Werth ducked into something half a curtsy, half a bow and then Catholic High boys bent over tables to cut the fancy cakes. “Two please,” I heard Emily ask for. Then our small plate was jammed with two large slabs of the thing, one with a huge pink frosting rose. Our plate was so full a side of one piece went over the end of the china. You could see the layers—the middle one seemed to be cream with whole cherries suspended in it. I bent down close to it. I tried to get the smell. There was some bitter chocolate, a high shrill cooling scent like mint.


I promised myself I wouldn’t eat it, but I’d never seen a cake this fancy. My grandmother was a baker, but you needed contraptions to make a cake look like this. It was the kind of cake I’d imagined I’d eat at the big city restaurants I’d go to with my father. I wanted to take the piece home to my mother, to somehow save it. But they had cloth napkins and Emily already had ours on her lap. I didn’t have a purse.


Emily took a bite and then another. She looked around and then whispered to me, “I got two pieces, one for you and one for me, so eat some, okay?”


I picked up a dry fork and fingered it down to the prongs, but I didn’t touch the cake.


“If you don’t eat this, it’ll look like I took two just for me.” There was horror in her voice. She was begging. She wiggled on her seat, shifting weight from one buttock to the other. She squirmed in pinned misery. Emily felt watched, too, not by one high being but by everyone low and close, the teenage boys at every table.


She kept eating and pleading. “They’ll think I’m a pig!” She looked near crying. Her urgent whispers didn’t stop. Neither did her fork. I guess she thought however much she ate would look like less on our plate. I wanted to help her. My fork scrolled the air, my wrist shook, my mouth filled with spit that felt sweet and fattening itself. But I couldn’t. She was temptation. You couldn’t listen to other people. If you did you would get lost in the world. You had to keep the promise. The bad changed itself into pleading faces and good reasons, but as soon as you bent to them, they disappeared, forgetting, and you would lose your course forever. Eating was eating, no matter why. I wanted the cake so water rose from my throat and fell back again in poignant trickles like nostalgia. But I felt commanded not to eat and I didn’t, as if a bar of metal lay in my mouth.


She had gone through a piece and a half and was still working.


My cousin Hal was one of the servers. He bent down behind us, looked at our plate, moved a hand across each of our backs—that stopped Emily, fork partway to her mouth with a whole cherry on it—and said, “Oink, oink,” and then she did start crying and it was too late, there was no explaining and she would never forgive me.


At my least I was sixty-seven pounds. I went into Bellin Hospital first and then they put me in Brown County. But my mother encouraged me, sort of. She wanted me to be thin.


I was ruined before I ever had my chance. And blame is everywhere and nowhere, pollen in the wind. I was dry now. My period was never much. The doctors said they didn’t know; it may come again, it may not.


And Emily Briggs turned out beautiful, tall and long-legged.


WHEN I WENT to work in the hospital at night, I bought something to eat on the way. I liked kimchee. It was strange-smelling and hot and it felt like the kind of food that cleaned you out and burned more calories than it was. I got a pound of it at the Korean market across the street from the hospital. I ran streaking across then, it was almost dark, and I felt the water-swelled air in the loose arms of my hospital coat and all the lights—the green traffic lights, the gel of fuzzy deep yellow taxi beams, blue-spilling store signs, red brake signals—seemed to acquire weight and substance jingling on my wrists like transitory jewels.


I was becoming a doctor because going to the doctor’s office as a child meant going downtown, to the city part of where we lived. There, on Monroe Street, the office held a kind of clean peace. Music came out of the walls, we waited in rooms full of shiny, expensive new magazines. We felt rich and clean. Our grandmother had scrubbed us carefully beforehand, using the rough corner of a washcloth for our ears. She seemed timid, holding her purse, facing the doctor.


“What do you hear from Adele?” the doctor asked. My mother was gone a lot then. Before we moved, she’d take off for California by herself and leave me with my grandmother.


“Nothing, why?” My grandmother looked up at him, curious, but curious the way someone is, prepared for pain.


“Just wondered. Great girl, Adele. Spunky.”


“Not a thing, I heard. I haven’t heard a thing.”


Doctors’ offices seemed to make even my mother feel she had to behave like other people. Later, when we lived in Los Angeles, it was the one place I could count on her kindness. Sometimes I would get candy, a slow lollipop that lasted hours until the white string came out bare and stained with color.


The hospital I worked in felt so different from those clean offices.


Now, my mother tells me, I wouldn’t recognize her anymore. I have lots of gray now in my hair, she said, with a little falling laugh. I’ve stopped taking it out, you know, dyeing it.


I try to imagine it hanging, pewter-colored, the same hair, just the same.


I want my mother to have whatever limited happiness she can still find on the earth.


We had been through something amazing together. Our drive west, our life alone, without other people. We had been to such heights maybe nothing in either of our lives again would equal. A violent intimacy full of animal sweetness, rage, diamonds of light raw sun, blooded fur, a mixing of spit and tongue.


We have been, ever since, too dull. As if our life then spent the most of us.


BEFORE I LEFT the hospital for the night, I walked to Emory’s door. I turned the knob, heard the thick metal apparatus crunching and stepped in the cold gray room. He was on his belly on the bed, clutching his pillow the way he did when things were worst. The room smelled wet and dim. The blinds weren’t drawn and light from outside cornered in.


“Do you want company?”


He waited a moment before answering, as if reviewing hope. “No.”


“Can I get you anything?”


“I should be alone.”


“Have you taken your medicine?”


“No.”


“Should I make you, Emory?”


“Not now, Doc. Just leave me be.”


Other people would have made him, doctors, the candy striper Lynn would, I probably should have, but I left Emory as he was and stepped out, leaving him to one of his nights. The days after gave his best hours of work. I knew this cycle, instinctively, from my childhood with my mother. I could remember the watery, just-born cast of the world, as if it were always Sunday morning, with new irises, sharp-pointed, deep purple and frail papery yellow, after one of those nights. Then, the same red terror ran in both of our veins and we were on the long bad ride together.


I left with my carton of kimchee, eating the end of it. Outside it was warm. The dark seemed to carry water sounds. Okay, I’m out, I’m done, I thought, and the moisture lipped my skin. A streak of fear ran through me as I bent down to unlock my bike, already thinking of being home in my apartment, whom I’d call, what if Emory woke up bad and I’m not there.


All you have to do to become somebody’s God is disappear.
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I CALLED THE FBI.


First I’d started a letter to Marion Werth, who worked at the Racine Public Library. All my life, she had stood behind the main desk and stamped my books every Tuesday afternoon, small-eyed, quick-fingered, interested. She was a tall woman with red curly hair and freckles, who wore a suit each day in a different color. She wore primary colors, no prints, and each with matching earrings and accessories. She had six in all. I’d counted. She was the aunt type. She took an interest in every kid’s personal life and she tried to instruct us with books. I knew her because she had taught me how to pin and label my butterfly collection. She felt glad I read—not that many children in Racine did—but she didn’t trust me, because I wouldn’t sit on the chairs.


For all her size, she moved with a dainty grace. I would have bet anything that she had never, even at ten years old, been a tomboy. Nothing I could do with my legs felt right. So I crouched in the stacks, leaning against walls, dustying my school uniform on the floor. My grandmother didn’t mind. It gave her something to do. Keeping me clean.


Every Tuesday night, Marion Werth led a group of Racine women in a club to build their family trees, placing names and pictures in little oval circles of cardboard cutouts. One of the women embroidered hers. Each of them did it her own way, some with felt and sequins and all manner of millinery ornament, others with colored construction paper and scraps and scissors. One nun I knew—Sister Mary Bede—meticulously scripted hers in tiny letters on a single piece of eight-by-eleven paper. It was just like her. Tidy, not wasting. My grandmother’s friend Jen represented each relative with a different dried flower. The men got spikier plants, mostly thistles and cacti. She pressed them all behind glass, the flowers and names and labels—birth dates, death dates and some handwritten descriptions, like “such bright red hair they all said” or “never married. Funny” or “he drank and the wife ran around, it wasn’t so good.” She pestered my grandmother to join, but my grandmother wouldn’t budge. “Uchh, I know who they are already. There’s no one fancy. What do you think, you’re going to find a queen or a duke in there, Jen?” My grandmother sat down at the kitchen table every night for an hour and answered letters from her relatives, but in a different way. The club women each wanted something. My grandmother’s letters mostly contained Wisconsin weather. Sometimes she would mention the name of a bird she’d seen.


The club women traced and traced, through the mail. They all hoped for some tie to the Revolution or at least to some great family, with a coat of arms or its own tartan plaid. So far, none of them had found much. When I flew home last time, my second Christmas in medical school, I saw posters stapled on the nicked old telephone poles announcing a public library exhibit of the Family-Trees-In-Progress.


I’d never liked Marion Werth that much—she didn’t like me—but I’d always respected her. She was famous in Racine for her organization and her cheerfulness. Her plump hands and long freckled fingers and always elegantly filed and polished nails. Her fingers, in particular, expressed an exquisite febrile sensibility. They were creamy-colored and very nimble. She was our career woman. In a town that size, people were famous for preposterous things. Everyone knew about Katie Maguire’s jelly donuts. Or Dolly Henahan’s handmade silk felt on Styrofoam Christmas tree balls. If you were fat and neat you would be known for that, but not if you were just neat or just fat.


I stopped halfway through my letter. I never thought much of the mail. It seemed to take too long and I didn’t have the patience. I was like that then. I couldn’t wait the normal time and then I ended up waiting forever.


There had to be a better way, I figured. Faster. And so I called an old boyfriend. I was still young enough that, when in doubt, I’d call an old boyfriend. My mother used to tell me how someday we’d own a house. We’d buy it for almost nothing, she said, because it would be a fixer-upper, and all her admirers would come around, and when I was a little older, my boyfriends too, and instead of taking us out to fattening meals, they’d drop over and do something useful, like paint a wall or fix wiring.


This was the guy I’d been with in college. I used to call him The Prosecution. He worked for the Justice Department now. I always thought if I were a lawyer I’d be defense. I feel too guilty myself to be that sure.


“I don’t have much access,” Paul said. “He wouldn’t show up on my file unless he had a federal felony conviction.” That seemed above even my father’s abilities. But he typed the name in anyway, while I waited. I was kind of surprised he remembered it without my saying.


“Nope,” he said.


“Good.”


“You’re right, good.”


“I guess good.”


“You’re still nuts.” Then he suggested the FBI.


I didn’t want to call then. Not right away. I am not exactly an unarrested person. I have a record somewhere, they pressed my thumbs in ink, marked them on a paper form, took my unhappy picture. And this was not for anything hip, like drugs or a protest march either. It’s something old I’m not proud of. That’s when you’re glad how big and sloppy a country this is. When you are part of the mess. When it is you wrong, you want history to lose its beads and forget. And you can calm some knowing it will. My record is in some colorless file cabinet somewhere. It might be as hard to find as my father.


And from what little I knew about him, I didn’t guess my father would be pleased to see FBI men at his door either. He could’ve been a petty criminal, something of a gigolo. My mother once said he’d run off with a department head’s wife. Or was it the daughter? He might have been almost anything then. Not good, I thought. But not unforgivable either.


I didn’t want to call, but it came down to boredom and studying one day and there I was still safe at my desk, the book glaring, picking off a dry geranium opening the whole astringent garden of smell. I was supposed to go to a party later and I didn’t really want to and I shouldn’t have, I was so behind, but I thought I really had to, I said I would, people would be mad if I didn’t. It would be all the same people. In classes, we hated each other, every day. But then at parties everybody got drunk and told all kinds of things. At the last party, a forty-year-old woman came up to the guy I was standing next to and said, “I really have problems with you, and now I’m going to tell you why.” The parties began in one apartment and then rumors started that everyone was going to another apartment on the East Side. And from there the party would divide and congregate again downtown. I never made it past the second move. I probably didn’t stay long enough.


I left before midnight so I could take the subway. I only had two real friends in New York, Timothy and Emily, and neither was from school. Emily was from before. She’d moved to New York after I did and she’d just started working at the Metropolitan Museum. Her father knew somebody there.


Three afternoons a week, I worked at the hospital, for Dr. Chase. Mornings I had classes and the rest of the time I studied or meant to. Memorized. Did you ever want a letter in the mail or a phone call or a stranger at the door, anonymous flowers—some touch from the outside to change your life? If you haven’t, try reading Robbins’s Pathology.


I called information.


“What city, please?” the operator said.


I didn’t know where the FBI was. Everywhere you didn’t want them. “Washington, D.C.,” I said.


“We have a local listing, ma’am.”


I got a nice-sounding woman and I told her what I knew.


“You don’t know me but I’m looking for my father who’s been sort of missing for a long time. The last time I saw him was 1970. You probably can’t help me but I wanted to call because I hoped at least you might be able to tell me what to try.”


She laughed a laugh, not funny. “I’m the wrong person to talk to. I looked for my father for five years and even with my job I couldn’t find him. I gave up. But usually, we usually tell people to call the Salvation Army.”


“The Salvation Army? Why? What do they do?”


“They run shelters all over the country. Lot of men on their own end up there.”


In college, I’d bought a desk from the Salvation Army. It had cost ninety dollars and was the nicest thing I owned. Three men worked tying it down to the top of my car. When they were through, I had to climb in the open window. They’d roped the doors shut. I remembered their faces, nude, capped with wool hats. A roundness poured into their features when they realized the mistake. Their noses seemed too big then. They looked to their hands. They seemed used to trying and getting it wrong. I bellied in as fast as I could to show them it was okay. No problem.


“I don’t think my father would be there,” I said. “He was a college professor and kind of a gigolo. He did things like run off with the department head’s wife or something, but I can’t see him that down and out.”


“No, doesn’t seem likely, huh? I don’t know what to tell you.”


She talked more. She had never seen her father. He’d left when she was six months old.


“Did you look in phone books for him?” I’d never said that I’d done that, to anybody.


This woman could snort without its being derisive. “That’s the first thing you do.” Everything about her voice was soft.


“Oh.” I thought of sights: the Grand Canyon, monuments, space. I’d never seen those places. I pictured Mount Rushmore, a handkerchief of moths turning around Lincoln’s sandstone face. A person could be anywhere in this country. A nation full of privacies, jangling.


“I tried everything. And with my job you know, even then, I couldn’t. But my father wasn’t born here.”


“Mine either,” I said.


“I didn’t have much to go on.”


“Where’s yours from?”


“He’s from Jamaica. Negril Beach.” She said that as if it were a sorrow. “But he left my mother when I was six months old. He worked for the railroad then, I don’t know, maybe he was a porter or something. Once I even called the railroad union but they didn’t have anything.”


“No?”


“No.”


“That’s the kind of job I guess you might not keep forever.” I was just talking. I talked too much then. I guess I’d meant how the railroad lines dwindled in our lifetimes from something that started grand, with tablecloths and chandeliers, observation cars for the night sky. Now the trains went practically like buses. It was less an idea than just something to say.


“He’s Jamaican,” she repeated, as if that explained something. “I imagine he was a porter or a conductor. Or maybe a cook.”


I thought of the white gloves and brass shined buttons and I knew she had pictured them too until it was worn out for her, and she could get no more from it. “Are you married?”


“I’m a widow.”


“Do you have any kids?”


She paused as if I were asking too much and I was, I knew I was, but then she said, “One son. I have one son. Look, I’d like to find him too because my mother’s dead and there’s nobody else there, but, I’ve been through a lot of therapy and after that it doesn’t seem so important anymore. When somebody does that to you, it makes you feel worthless. When they leave you. And when you understand that you’re not worthless, then it doesn’t matter so much anymore.”


“I know,” I said and I sort of did know too. “I mean our fathers are probably not swell guys.”


“No, I don’t think so. They’re not.” Her voice lifted a little.


I took the phone and moved off my chair. I sat on the floor. That felt better, my back against the heater.


“I don’t know what to tell you. It’s hard to find somebody. I even called people with his same name in the phone book.”


I stopped. That had never happened to me. I never found the same name.


“Did you learn anything?”


“Nothing. I don’t know what to tell you. I suggest you go to a therapist. I gave up. But it took me five years. And a lot of therapy. Lot of hard work with a therapist.”


“Is it an unusual name?”


“No, it’s a common name.”


She told me. Though I’d given her no reason to, not really. Her name was Venise King. She didn’t ask me my name at all, and I hadn’t told her, so even calling the FBI there would be no record, unless they kept track through the phones. And I doubted that. To do that would cost too much money.


She was black. Her father had been a porter or a conductor or maybe a cook. He’d worked on the trains. Was I somehow pulling rank when I said I didn’t think mine would end up at the Salvation Army? Or did she pity me my scrap of vanity?


But mine was not a common name. I felt guilty and relieved, as if we’d both opened our folded lottery papers at the same time and hers was the one with the X.


HER FATHER might have had reasons. My family was not even disadvantaged. My mother’s family was regular middle class, upright, self-supporting, with savings in the bank and a cellar full of canned goods. She grew up with matching sweater sets and a red ukulele. I’d always been told my father’s family was royal over there, one of the nine richest in Egypt. I was poor but that was because my mother bought too many dresses.


My father had never been in any war, either ours or over there. According to the encyclopedia, they had military coups every couple of years during the fifties and sixties. But none of the upheavals seemed to deprive my father of anything but money or even once, that we knew of, to see him into uniform. We escaped the world’s public trouble. But then, far away from everything in Wisconsin, we made our own.


Once I met a man who was Indian and had grown up in boarding schools. People were too busy to raise their own children, he said. They were building the new nation. But I doubted that my father saw himself as any part of the New Egypt.


And my mother paid no attention to public life whatsoever. She had never even learned to read the newspaper, except for her horoscope. It was a habit she could not sustain like so many others. We felt far away from the people sitting at the table making up rules.


My grandmother had a working sense of community. The way she saw it, we made the fabric of the many. “Just be glad you aren’t—” my grandmother used to say, filling in the blank to give the necessary relief, the way she’d match a purse to a dress.


There were fathers and daughters whose separation meant honest tragedy. For a long time I tried to believe we were that. But we were not. “He walked out on his own two feet,” my grandmother used to say.


·    ·    ·


THAT SAME WEEK I had to fly home to see my mother. I was really mad. I hadn’t been speaking to her exactly and then she called and said that word. Cancer. It wasn’t the first time. Of course she was crying. It took nothing to set my mother crying. Crying was nearer her natural state than repose. Something had to trigger her to stop.


She’d called me late on Wednesday and it was a holiday weekend, so the flight cost a fortune. Nine hundred dollars. I was mad at myself for minding but I couldn’t help remembering all those other times flights were in the paper, a hundred and thirty-nine dollars each way. Poverty doesn’t make squalor but it does let you see it in yourself.


She was going to have to have her insides cut out and she wouldn’t get her period anymore. “They say after, your hair goes gray and I don’t know, you just age,” she said. She was going to need chemotherapy and radiation, she told me. That sounded really bad. A full hysterectomy. “I just don’t want it,” she said. “I don’t know if I’ll even feel like a woman anymore, honey.”


All this time, I had been trying to get away from her, but it chased me, something, I couldn’t get free. For one thing, she was in trouble. The convalescent hospital she’d been working for had been closed. There was some kind of investigation. I didn’t think she was working and I couldn’t see how she would be able to afford her life. She didn’t tell me much, she just hinted. I hated thinking about it, I was afraid to let myself imagine what would happen. This had been going on for a while now and it would probably go on a long time.


That Thursday I left the hospital early. I forgot about finding my father. My mother had already stopped it so many times in my life and now this. But she didn’t even know. All she knew was she was getting her femininity cut out.


It was a wind-bright autumn day, changing, and I needed to get home and pack. Four o’clock light gilded the city behind me, all points and towers. My block still seemed a quiet forgotten neighborhood subject to a different lower light. At the corner, a wrought-iron fence protected one small churchyard and a poor row of flowers. The walls of the stucco church curved out convexly and all the windows were boarded with green shutters. The stucco took on a violet hue. I didn’t want to go. But I never liked to leave anywhere.


I packed and dressed and carried my old suitcase with me. In the elevator my upstairs neighbor stood with his cane. It was reddish wood, silver-handled. At the ground floor, I offered to help him with my arm.


“I don’t need,” he said. We walked together outside. “Cane just for looks. New York everybody push and shove, steal my taxi. I use cane, the people they just look and say oh-oh old man, and they very nice. Keep away.”


A film was running at the Pleiades Palace, where I stopped on my way, and I pushed the heavy velvet curtains aside to get to Timothy, sitting on a high stool by the ticket booth. He had a tiny light there. He wasn’t watching, he was reading a big-print book.


“So it’s cancer again?” he said, looking up.


We just stood there a minute, the words and pictures moving below us like an outside rain.


I COULD IMAGINE her doing absolutely anything anywhere. It seemed to me on the plane that day that whatever you imagined was true when you knew someone deeply enough. You can see them many ways they will never be and still, you are right—it is true. When I was young I used to mimic people, but that is not what I mean. I am not talking about imitating a tic or a limp or a way of talking. When you know a person to the bottom, nothing they do can ever surprise you.


Your understanding of them is not bound by the limits of time or geography or circumstance or luck. I know my mother in prison, if she is never in trouble, never caught, I know her in bed, though I have never seen her with a man that way and what I know is not what she has told me. I know her married safe with money, though that will not happen to her anymore in her life, it could have, and I know the generous luncheon parties she would have given, frantic with flowers.


We all own many existences besides the material one we are occupying now. But what I am talking about is not reincarnation. Because each version of ourselves, each possible manifestation, lives around us, like a circle of our own children, apparent to those who know us best.


You can probably know a person like that once or twice in a lifetime. I hope it will happen to me again, with a man. I’ve sometimes, for a few moments, thought I was close. It seemed different, then, with a man, the way I love. But now I think that silvery quality to it, that solitary gasp, is not knowing a person. And that the way I know my mother is deeper than gender.


Perhaps families of six or eight children get more. Or maybe my mother and I had something wholly extraordinary between us, with our clairvoyance. But I could stun my mother. She never knew me the way I did her.


I wanted to picture my father those ways. I tried to. Because my father still could have been anything. I tried to see him rich, in a suit, showing me down the machine aisles of a factory he owned. I have been in factories and office buildings, but I couldn’t see him there. I could see other people I’d met before in the world. I tried to picture him a bum. I couldn’t really do that either. My mother and other people too had always told me he was a man with women. I tried to see that. Him in bed with a woman, lifting up under her hair, his ministrations. But I couldn’t. What I saw wasn’t him. All I could do was substitute other men, men I’d known.


I tried teacher, doctor, politician, traveling salesman, driving. Nothing would come. All I could sense was a presence stationary in a chair, me stamping around the room in white, accusing, his face a still draped rag, showing no movement as I accused without time. He would never be as real on this earth as she was, even if I did find him alive.


In six hours I was at the place where my mother was. LA. Somewhere I couldn’t save her. It was hot. Overpopulated. You knew just as you stepped off the plane. A kind of soot seemed dispersed in the air. I came out and looked over the expectant crowd of faces like so many balloons. Always, walking out of an airplane even if I knew no one was waiting for me, I couldn’t help but look.


She wasn’t there so I kept walking with the line that seemed to know where it was going. Maybe she was at the luggage conveyor. I’d brought only carry-on. But she wouldn’t assume that. She always came to see me with two huge perfect suitcases too big to carry.


When she wasn’t there at baggage claim, I ran to a phone booth, paged her, all the while looking around, worrying I was in the wrong place and wanting to get out. Then I just gave up and didn’t care anymore, like dropping a piece of paper. I was going to be in the airport for a while.


It was a freak show, LAX. People looked like demons in their clothes and their hard hair.


I stood at one of the doors, just outside. My mother was getting her femininity cut out. The palm leaves, high above, moved just a little, up and down in the sooted heat. In the distance I could see metal fences, random concrete, long lots of cars with strings of little plastic flags and the curved big freeway on-ramps.


Finally, the white Mercedes screeched to a stop. She didn’t see me yet. She was all out in one jerk, standing with her hands angry on hips, surveying the world. She looked the same, straight up and down, with sunglasses. I took my time, my jacket looped from the peg hook on a finger behind me.


FIRST SHE TOOK me on an errand. Something about the car. She left me sitting in an auto shop forty-five minutes while she was outside, standing by the open hood, pointing, talking to the submerged mechanic, riding him it looked like. This was just like my mother. I was used to it in a way. Even though I hadn’t seen her for two years. The couch where I was sitting was greasy and taped. There was nothing to read. One TV Guide with the cover partly ripped off. A girl calendar on the wall. There was time like this, just time.


“Well say something,” she said later, driving the way she drove, full of gasps and skids and halts. “Ooh, watch out, I didn’t see that.”


I didn’t say anything. I fingered the window well.


“I had to do that,” she said.


“Where are we going?” I said.


“Well, to the doctor, what did you think?”


It was a small square building, a kind of feminist women’s practice, a place I was surprised to see my mother, and the doctor looked gay but I guess she wasn’t, she had pictures of a man with kids. And when we went in it wasn’t cancer at all but precancerous cells, she didn’t need chemotherapy or even a hysterectomy, just her cervix scraped the way my friend Mai linn already had, when she was twenty-five.


We were sitting in the doctor’s office.


“I thought you said you had to have radiation,” I said to my mother.


“I didn’t say that.” She shook her head. “Boy, you sure imagine things, brother.”


She had to go into the hospital the next day. Sunday morning, she could go home. I already didn’t want to be there. I felt tricked. All I could do was count off hours.


We had brilliant fights, with an arc of night. I kept wanting to go home. “Take a taxi,” she screamed, from the backhouse, where I heard things fall crashing around her, “damnit, damn you!”


I was sitting out in the little garden, on my mother’s furniture. It seemed flimsy now, all her attempts. There was a ceramic rabbit sitting at the edge of the rose bed, a smaller one just next to it. A reclining concrete cat curled on the table with the umbrella. None of it was hers really. She bought these little ornaments, but she didn’t own anything. Not the land.


I kept thinking of calling a taxi, but I didn’t want to go inside. My hands lay fallow and useless the way they always did here. Here with her, I was a bomb, always ticking and waiting. I told myself a taxi from where she lived in Beverly Hills to the airport would cost a hundred dollars or even more. We both used money that way, always as the excuse to be stuck together. We couldn’t admit any love.


The next day she packed her suitcase with all hard steps and jabbing elbows. She got up to do this at five o’clock.


“Come on, get up, I’ve got things to do.” She shook my shoulder.


“I don’t, so let me sleep.”


“Hunh-ah, come on, get going. I want to straighten up here before I leave.” There was metal in her voice.


So I sat there and watched her and listened to her for four hours.


Then oddly, at the end, in a strange voice, she said she would take me to the airport. “What are you talking about?” I said. “Well,” she said with a high laugh, “to tell the truth, I don’t really want you to stay here, tonight when I’m not here.”


“Why?”


“Well, I know you. You’ll take things. I never say anything, but I notice after you go, certain things are missing. I know you have my father’s ring and other little things. Choice things that are mine.”


“You don’t trust me to stay in your house?”


“No, I really don’t,” she said.


That was just part of the long movement. Of course she didn’t drive me to the airport. I waited at the hospital. One of her friends, Audrey, a woman who had once been a starlet and still received fan mail from the third world, came to visit my mother in pigtails and a pink gingham blouse all kindness and child-voiced concern. I left them and wandered to the hospital cafeteria. Outside were bushes with flat waxy green leaves. Everything in LA seemed almost still.


The next day she was like something hard cracked open so all the sweetness came out. She was soft and quiet and older and grateful. She begged me to stay longer. She thanked me for coming. To all of it I said no.


I slouched in the space between her bed and the table, talking on the phone to New York. I was telling Emily she had to meet me for dinner the night I got back.


My mother tried one more thing. She said she felt too weak to take me to the airport, but she could in the morning, once she got back her strength. I said no and that time I did start dialing a taxi. She got dressed then and drove me.


I had taken something from her apartment. It was a pin like a bobby pin with an enamel picture of a dog’s head on it. I’d found it in a little dish with buttons and pennies.


“Well, honey, I was scared. It’s very frightening. You know your hormones get funny. You’re not as much a woman anymore.”


She taught me, during our years alone, to forgive her absolutely anything.


When I got back, I took out my textbooks. I wanted to get down to business. I’d brought them along, but I hadn’t opened them. Every time I meant to and didn’t.


My mother once told me something, I could still repeat the grim dreamy smile, an I’ll-get-you smile, of complete power and its satisfaction, the smile a parent has banding back the pleasure his face can barely contain when he says to his child, “Take your pants down and go to your room,” before a spanking. But I was a girl. You cannot mark a girl’s soul just through her body. Girls’ bodies are used so much anyway. Girls, more than boys, learn to unhinge the two.


The thing my mother said to me that lasted was “You’re an overachiever. You’re not really that smart. I am, but you’re not as high. My IQ is much better than yours, yours is just a little over average, really. You do well because you work hard.”


I believed her that day and nothing exactly changed. She watched, waiting. I willed myself absolutely still but what had been natural I now forced from memory. This foot before that foot was walking. I kept myself the same. I didn’t cry. Her eyes searched, her lips nervous with hunger. I don’t think I gave her anything. I cannot be sure. Her message, though, left me still on the outside, but fell deep and stayed. I learned that I would always have to work harder. This came to feel like something I could accept.


I liked school and I began to find interest in it, to get something from it for myself. I ended up a college student who needed vast hours to draw plans on paper. I drew buildings and cities, highway ramps, roads around mountains. I drew while I tinkered in the lab, waiting for results. My mind spread and serened with the ticking of that soft pencil on paper the way another person’s might among the constant wood sound of prayer beads.


I was behind now, though, with my books. I settled down and made coffee and just decided I was up for the night. Sounds filtered down through the ceiling from the man upstairs, his TV.


I’d never used my own good habits to find my father. He was something else altogether. He was not school. He lived in a universe away from my cup of strong coffee and list of things to do. I never believed he was a regular man.


I had a matchbox, painted, full with faint papery violets, picked perfect, wild in the back fields when I was eight years old. I had used hours that way, picking the frail stems one by one. I had fasts written down, a line for each day on the cardboard insides of school notebooks. But superstition, deep as it ran, hadn’t gotten me any closer to him. And time was falling, falling. My father now would have been almost sixty.


I determined to try. I’d bought a black notebook, the kind students used as sketchpads. I liked that. I think every doctor or lawyer would kind of like to be an architect or an art student with a new clean sketchpad, beginning. I wrote down Venise King’s name. The Salvation Army. See a therapist. My mother had always told me I had two uncles in the United Nations. They never contacted me, never sent a card. I was always promised things like that—a rich family somewhere else, royalty, uncles in the UN—as if any of these people could have helped us, where we were, in Wisconsin. Once from California we wrote them a letter asking for money. I hardly believed they existed.
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