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INTRODUCTION



RUMAAN ALAM


It’s always been a sport to argue about the canon. I’ve never been one for sports.


When readers declare a desire to read away from the canon, I admire the instinct. It’s almost a predictable part of the cultural cycle: the resurrection or rediscovery of those whom the times have left behind or unjustly ignored. It’s thrilling to reckon with the work of artists never given their due—in recent years, Jean Stafford, Elizabeth Hardwick, Lucia Berlin, Kathleen Collins, Alice Adams, Bette Howland. But I confess: it rankles, a little, the cri de coeur “Read Women.” There’s a long list of reasons to read Bette Howland’s work; I’m not sure I’d put the fact of her womanhood anywhere on it.


Bette Howland was born in 1937. In Chicago, as is clear if you even glance at her work. She studied at the University of that town. She married. She had two sons. She divorced. She wrote short stories. She published these—and other pieces—in small magazines. She befriended Saul Bellow. She went off to the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. She moved home, scratched out a living as a librarian and editor. Her first book, 1974’s W-3, is a memoir recounting her time in a psychiatric hospital (Howland took a bottle of sleeping pills, while in Bellow’s apartment . . . yikes). Things to Come and Go, published in 1983, was her last book.


This kind of biographical sketch doesn’t get anywhere close to the real life. Weirdly, even her own memoir can’t. Howland is in that book, sure, but the author is more interested in the other patients she meets, in the hospital’s rooms, and staff, and rites, in the city outside its doors. Maybe that’s telling. A fool’s errand to seek the fact in fiction, but Howland’s stories, collected in Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage, perhaps better explain who she was than her memoir, or than I could here.


In her stories, so often, there’s a first-person narrator who wants to tell us about everyone but themselves. That’s true of two of the pieces in this volume, as well: “Birds of a Feather” and “The Life You Gave Me” each contain an I who is stubbornly elusive. Howland will forgive me if I thought of this narrator as the author herself. She’s good company, cracking wise about everything and everyone she sees. She darts off the page when you try to get a look at her. It’s a strange, disobedient way to use the first-person perspective, a stroke of genius, maybe. But even if we read this I as the author (I’m aware this is against the rules) it isn’t self-effacement. The writing of fiction is an act of ego. Of course that I doesn’t want to reveal herself! She wants to show us the whole damn world.


It’s so tempting to turn the Overlooked Writer into a parable. But maybe that renders her flat in a way she’d never allow in fiction. Bette Howland juggled shitty jobs and two kids and mental illness. That’s difficult, unenviable, unfair, but it’s life. That she still sat down to write seems the opposite of tragedy. She was an artist. She did it. There was an urgency for her, to create, and she met it. Seems incredible to me. Don’t read Howland’s work now because it was impossible for a woman writing in the latter part of the twentieth century to get a fair shake (still true, sorry); read it because it demands to be read.


In high school, I was taught that a novella is a long story that can be read in a single sitting. We must have been talking about The Old Man and the Sea. It was asserted that this definition came from Henry James himself, as though that meant anything to a bunch of fifteen-year-olds. With the the benefit of age, I understand that surely Henry James and a mother of two young kids in a cold apartment in Chicago would not agree on what a sitting is.


Forgive me, but I don’t think the novella really exists. It’s not like sestina or ballade or haiku (bless the poets for their specificity), something with clear rules and parameters. Novella is wishful thinking more than literary form, a way of willing a short story closer to a novel. It implies that we want more. And I confess I do. Take “The Old Wheeze,” the central piece in this collection. I would read three hundred further pages of it: the stoic babysitter, the young divorcee, her brawny suitor (“He had not forgotten what everyone must know, once up on a time; how ridiculous, or frightening, or both, most grownups must seem to a child”), even Mark, the rare fictional kid who feels like the invention of an artist who has, at some point, known a child.


Maybe wishing there were more is lamentably predictable, bigger-is-better thinking on my part. In forty-two pages, Howland gives us the proud and prim sitter, the pretty mom, the man eager to sleep with her, and even Mark, “What he wanted—all he wanted—was to smell his mother’s cheek.” Perfect. I love Henry James, but he spent forty-two pages on whether a Eurotrash prince would buy a golden bowl (spoiler: he doesn’t). Henry James was rich in sittings. Bette Howland was not.


No matter. She had an ear. What more do you need? It has to have been what Bellow liked about her (that and the fact that she was half his age). It’s the sentences, which sound like music, which hold a smile more than a laugh. This is from “Birds of a Feather”: “How’s my little bright-eyes, huh? My besty little Esti? (That was my name.) Tee Gee. Another Beautiful day. (Honey never spoke the name of the Lord; she used initials.)”


Howland’s writing is the only argument for reading her that you need. “I must have been a sourpuss,” the narrator of “Birds of a Feather” explains. “That’s what I think. People were forever teasing me, making faces, popping eyes and poking out chins. It was a long time before I caught on; they were imitating me staring at them.” Howland stared at the world. What she saw is still right here, on the page. Things do come and go. But art, sometimes, lasts.







   


BIRDS OF A FEATHER



My father’s family look alike; they all take after their mother’s side. Abarbanel was her maiden name, and that’s what my mother calls them to this day—“the big brassy yak-yakking Abarbanels.” They have a creaturely resemblance. Large swarthy virilely pockmarked men; beard-blued cheeks, Persian hair, palpable noses. (That goes for Aunt Honey too; I guess that’s why she never married.) My grandfather must have wondered what he was doing in their midst. I know I did. Not in so many words; but even a child could see that the old man was not of the same make; and at our long noisy family dinners—all talking at once, shouting over the rest, getting louder and louder, like people carrying on in a foreign language—he used to fall asleep at the table; his head laid to the wine-stained cloth, his two hands under his cheek.


Not a bristle stirred in his mustache. 


I would be lying if I said I remembered him well, but that much for sure; he had a mustache. A bundle of yellow straw on his lip. A bale; a broom. It tickled and scratched, it nibbled my cheek. What a fuss I put up when I had to kiss him, turning my face this way and that. His brows were of the same coarse stuff, but white, and so thick his eyes just glimmered.


For the rest, I seem to recall someone slight and stooping, his baldness patched by his satin skullcap. He never had much to say for himself. Except when he sneezed. Then he got violent:


Got-choo! Got-you!


That was a surprise. So he sneezed in English. I kept waiting for him to say something more; something else that I could understand. But he never did. 


My grandfather’s name—our family name—was one of those Russian mouthfuls; you’d probably have a hard time pronouncing it, anyhow. In the old country (that would be Odessa, on the Black Sea; I thought of it as really black, rolling black, like Honey’s eyes) he had carried on the family trade—the manufacture of paint, putty, and varnish. Whatever it was they put in the stuff in those days, it sure must have been strong; the tips of his fingers were pink and shiny. Not that anyone knew or cared, until one time when he had to make application for some kind of license. Then lo and behold: my grandfather had no fingerprints. 


This was Chicago, as I should have mentioned by now; and what’s more, Prohibition. So you know what that means. Mobsters. Machine guns. Rat-a-tat-tat. The cops (I suppose it was; this happened long before I was born) decided to have some fun with him; teasing the old man, threatening to lock him up and throw away the key. The nerve of these greenhorns! Coming over here without their fingerprints. They had him believing he had done something wrong, broken the law—a hoodlum, a gangster, worse than Al Capone. Guilty of the crime of No Fingerprints.


He was scared they were going to send him back where he came from.


My grandfather had had another family there. That first wife went off her head during a pogrom, smothered the children and herself. A son survived. The old man left him behind when he came to America—because what was a widower to do, with a small child on his hands?—meaning to send for the boy when he got settled. But other things happened instead; they lost touch. No one else in the family ever so much as laid eyes on this eldest son, their own half brother, until a couple of years after the war. Aunt Flor’s husband (that was the second one, the one they say made a killing on the black market) pulled some strings and brought him over. And by then the old man was dead. 


Sometimes, when I had been put to bed on a heap of rough coats, listening to those voices at the table—still going at it (only I could never make out what the shouting was all about, or if the loudness was anger or laughter)—I would wake up in Honey’s room. What wonderful things could happen! So I had been carried off in my sleep, and didn’t even know it. 


There would be the full-blown cabbage-rose wallpaper; the high white bed; the sheer curtains surging at the windows—the light itself battering its way in; and Honey’s large underwear all over the quilt and posts. Slips, stockings, bloomers, brassieres; puffed and puckered, as if with her flesh. 


And there, right next to me, on a pile of pillows, would be Honey’s head, her smudge-black hair. Her great big nose, in profile; her trimmed eyelid; the twirl of a spit curl taped to her cheek.


I had to blink; so surprised I could hear my own eyes pop open. 


And with that, quick as a wink, Honey would roll one gleaming globe of an eye at me, grinning at me sidewise and making a clicking noise in her cheek. 


All the Abarbanels were cheek-clickers and cheek-pinchers. But Honey mostly clicked. I could see the hidden gold in her teeth.


Hiya, kiddo. (That was the way she talked.) How’s my little bright-eyes, huh? My besty little Esti? (That was my name.) Tee Gee. Another beautiful day. (Honey never spoke the name of the Lord; she used initials.) 


As if she was the one who had waked up first; as if the whole time she had been dying for me to wake up too, lying in wait, only pretending to be asleep—I thought grownups only pretended to sleep—just so she could spring her surprise on me. She put her legs over the side of the bed, and the springs rose with her.


I must have been a sourpuss. That’s what I think. People were forever teasing me, making faces, popping eyes and poking out chins. It was a long time before I caught on; they were imitating me staring at them. 


On the dressing table with the tipping mirror I sniffed her powder boxes and cold-cream jars and little blue bottles of Evening in Paris; they came from the dime store. That’s what everyone gave Honey for presents, the same way they gave me puzzles and games. When I got old enough to save money, that’s what I got for her too. She showed me a pin in the shape of a battleship, set with white beads, and held it up so the light could shine through. It read (she said): Remember Pearl Harbor. 


An upright piano stood in the dining room, and a bench so stuffed with sheet music you had to sit on it to shut it. When the sisters, Honey and Flor, sidled up—side by side—it shut. You bet. Flor played; Honey turned the pages. They sang Yiddish songs in quavering voices, and they sang The Latest; their shoulders rocking, Flor pumping pedals.


Flor was big, like all the Abarbanels, but her skin was smooth and dead white—scalp white—white as the part that drove up the middle of her wiry black hair. Her brows grew together over her nose; it plunged between them, straight to the hilt, her eyes on either side wide and divided.


Hard red nails clacked the keys.




O the stars at night


Are big and bright	


(Clap clap clap clap)


Deep in the heaaart of Texxx-asss


O the prai-ree moon


Is like per-fume


(Clap clap clap clap)	


Deep in the heart of Tex-as.





Honey cracked her gum; she flashed her fillings. Her eyes flashed too. And something in the way she tossed her head, slapping the music sheets—something rich in her throat and keen in her glance—made me fear she was fighting back tears.


My father had a falling out with the rest of his family, and we didn’t go to that house anymore. Flor’s husband—that was the first one, the dentist; he was away in the war—had set up an office at the front of the flat. The padded chair, the drooling sink, the name in decal letters backwards on the window; all was gloomy with preservation. And the living room as well: Venetian blinds drawn to keep carpets from fading; bedsheets protecting sofas and chairs; knickknacks on shelves safe behind glass. A pair of large dolls sat propped on cushions, in dusty velvet dresses and brittle nests of wigs: doll-lashes rigid, doll-gazes unblinking.


Once, when my mother was dragging me along, shopping on Twelfth Street, she gave my arm a yank; we stopped short. She had seen them coming. —The mother, the two daughters, their pocketbooks over their arms. The old woman—my grandmother—had all the Abarbanel characteristics in their original, proudest, most forceful form. The coarse powerful nose; the forbidding scrolls of the nostrils; two great slabs of breasts slung to her belt. Their slope was formidable. All her authority seemed vested in them.


Her head had turned iron gray, but her brows and her moles were still black-haired.


They looked at us and we looked at them and then my grandmother nudged Flor on one side of her, and Honey on the other, and all three turned right about—arms linking, purses swinging. If you think there was a family resemblance from the front, I wish you could have seen them, just then, from the back. You couldn’t tell them apart. The three sets of hips bolstered their skirts like the sofas under the bedsheets. I wondered if they were lifting and sticking out their behinds at us. 


What makes you think they weren’t? my mother said. I wouldn’t put it past them. What else can you expect? From a bunch of Abarbanels?


All this time, my grandfather had never stopped coming to our house. He was a house painter; my father often helped him out. I liked to watch them slicing up curly strips of wallpaper, smoothing on clear sweet-smelling paste. (It tasted sweet too.) I don’t need to tell you what the brushes reminded me of. The old man had never talked before and he didn’t start now; but there he would be, in our kitchen, elbows on the table, stirring his tea with a long tinkling spoon. Lemon swirled in the glass; yellow motes; sedimented sunlight. He smoked the cigarettes he rolled for himself with a flick and a lick—it was the tobacco that made his mustache straw color—the twisted ends lighting up in a blaze. 


I was sure his mustache was going to catch fire, go up in smoke. Maybe it didn’t; but his eyebrows did. 


One day I happened to look up and see Uncle Reuben standing on our front porch, putting something into the mailbox. It was summer; the screen was on the hook. I went and peered out.


Reuben was the baby of the family; he had just been called up for the army. He was in uniform. Under the button flaps of his cardboard khaki shirt pockets he had something like breasts, and his face was still lumpy and purplish with acne.


He brought it close and spoke through the screen.


Tell my brother Sammy his father died, will you? Reuben said—and turned and ran down the stairs. They sounded as if he was trampling on them. 


At the bottom he stopped and looked back. 


Esti? Hey, Esti?


He waited. I kept looking. He shook his head.


Aw, forget it, Reuben said. 


The raised lid of the box was padded in puffy glazed satin, like the tops on boxes of valentine candy, and a red velvet rope stretched in front of it. People moved past, looking in. My mother held me up to see what they were looking at. Right away—even before I knew—the way you snatch your hand from scalding water before you know you got burned—tears struck; bulged from my eyes. 


Through their spangled glitter I saw the white eyebrows, the yellow mustache, the hooked nose between. The two dark flues. All, all, seemed stiffened—dried—made of straw, like his mustache. And worse yet—I knew nobody would believe me if I tried to tell—his wrinkled cheeks looked rouged. Powdered too. Even the hairs in his nostrils. Powdered! 


How many times had I been held up like this, for the old man’s kiss; and cried, and turned my face away, and seen—from the glimmer—that I must be hurting him. Now he had turned his face from me. Once and for all: a cold rebuff.


Each hair stood out—by itself—shriveled and still. 


My uncle Reuben lives in Lungo, southeast of Chicago, over the Indiana line; rounding the curved bottom of Lake Michigan. There are expressways now, but in the early fifties, when Reuben first moved there, it used to take forever driving past the refineries and mill towns. Hammond, Whiting, East Chicago. “Roll up your windows, everybody. We’re in Gary!” Sometimes the storage tanks and smokestacks looked like organ pipes, and sometimes they looked like plumbing. I can taste the air just thinking about it. 


Lungo had been planned as a model community, laid out to the last detail—even the names of the streets. (Alice, Betty, Carol, Diane . . .) The buildings were to have been Mediterranean—I think it was Mediterranean—red tile and pink stucco. The train station, long boarded up; the one store in town that stayed open all year (PackageLiquorBeer, read the vertical sign); the hotel on the water that kept changing hands. —New owners slapped another coat of paint on the turquoise swimming pool.


Along came the Depression, and that was that; not much else ever got built. In the woods, bent rusted street signs and cracked sidewalks might pop up in the middle of nowhere; a snake squirting across cement, parting the grass. Lungo himself had gone broke and ended up in jail.


In the postwar boom, the land was bought up by another developer. Small tract houses, yellow brick, lots of gravel and sodded grass. From Route 101, the old Red Arrow Highway, you saw all roofs and no trees. Aunt Flor’s husband—I’m talking about the second one now, Boaz Benjamin by name—had an interest in the construction company, and Reuben got a deal on the house when he got married. The summer after, I stayed with Reuben and his wife because she was big and pregnant with the twins—a boy and a girl. “You name it, I got it,” Reuben said, passing out cigars. Now I was back for another summer as a mother’s helper. My parents had gone to California; my father had been laid off and was looking for work. And Reuben’s wife thought she might be expecting again.


Her name was Luellen, and you weren’t to call her Lou. That was a boy’s name. That fat lazy good-for-nothing redheaded hillbilly, Reuben called her. (The twins, black-haired as Reuben, fair-skinned as Luellen, he called jewbillies.) “I ain’t fat neither,” Luellen would say, turning out her lip. And she wasn’t; not by Abarbanel standards. She was soft and white—pearly white—convex and lucent as those beads on Honey’s long-forgotten pin. Her eyes were chips of blue fused glass, and her long red hair was smooth and supple as a skein of silk.


From the front she seemed to have “hardly no nose at all.” But from the side, there it was—embedded in her face like a spigot.


The living-room walls were practically glass; photos of the twins, all the same pose—two identical pairs of eyes, two wispy topknots caught in ribbon. Luellen had signed a contract with a photography studio in Michigan City to take one framed full-color portrait and six wallet-sized snaps, each and every month, for five years. The salesman had told her she was getting two for the price of one.


Reuben hit the ceiling. “Two for the price of one means the twins, dope.”


Then there were the encyclopedias, also a pair—Jr. and Sr.—each with its own wood-stained laminated bookcase. Reuben hadn’t unpacked any boxes yet; he was still hoping to send it all back. The salesman had told Luellen that the books would be paid for by the time the children were old enough to read them.


“Oh yeah?” Reuben said. “Whose kids? Mine or theirs? That’s all I wanna know.” 


All through the house, it was the same story; two of this and two of that; toys, buggies, strollers, cribs, often with the price tags on them. Even twin playpens.


That time the salesman sat beside Luellen on the couch, turning pages, a photo album open on his knees. He was tall and thin and all doubled up, like Donny’s jackknife. (Donny was my boyfriend; I’ll get to him in a minute.) Babies in bandages. Babies in casts. Babies in slings. Eyes wide open in hospital cribs. They had fallen out of playpens sold by rival manufacturers; playpens which failed to meet the strictest scientific standards.


All of a sudden the salesman clapped his book shut and jumped up. His arms and his jacket flapped at his side. 


“No, lady, no. It’s no use,” he said. “I ain’t gonna show you no more. I can see you got a soft heart. I hate to show pitchers like this to a susceptible individule like yourself. So don’t ask me.”


Luellen was wearing pedal pushers (we called them toreador pants), scuffed ballet slippers, and a nylon sweater so thin her bra showed right through; shiny cones, cornucopias. Her breasts rolled over the tops. She was all rolls, curves, funnels of flesh—her cheeks, her chin, her lip. It was slowly spreading. (Her teeth were bad and she hid them when she smiled.)


The pink of her lipstick—a shade called Blazing Kiss —gave her nose a pink gloss too.


“All right, all right. If you insist,” the salesman said, dragging a crumpled length from this pocket. A handkerchief. Luellen bunched it gamely in her fist. “But you gotta promise me now; you’re not gonna cry.”


He folded himself up again, his order form on his knee, and unscrewed the cap from his fountain pen. “You know what? I been thinking. With twins and all? You might be safer off with two?” 


Reuben tried to get the check stopped, but it had been cashed on the spot. That did it; he put his foot down. —Took Luellen’s name off the checking account; called the stores and warned them no more credit; placed an ad in the classifieds: I will no longer be responsible for any debts other than my own. (I had often wondered what made people take out ads like that.) And, as a parting shot and just to make sure, he forbade Luellen to answer the phone or door. Tante Malkeh or I (Tante Malkeh was the old Abarbanel aunt who had come to live with them) had to go and see first if it might be a salesman. 


That was fine with Luellen; she never liked to answer anything, anyway.


What she liked was lying on the bed with her feet propped up—ten stubby frosty-pink toenails—smoking and reading confession magazines. A fan stood beside her on the chair, moving its wire muzzle from side to side. The breeze lifted the covers and rattled the slick pages. In her eagerness, she licked her forefinger as she turned them; lapping them up.


There was a whole stack of magazines under the bed. 


“You c’n always read-em again,” Luellen said. “Once you forget what’s in-em.”


Luellen was from a river valley; the banks overflowed six springtimes out of seven. She was full of tales of the “heartships” of farm life and the floods. Her accent got harder; the twanging and snapping of strings breaking on a banjo. Her lipstick-stained cigarette bobbed away in her mouth: the ruby-red lips of the drowning Clementine.


“One morning Gran-daddy, he hops outta bed, and finds hisself standing in two feet a water. Up to his knees. His nightshirt is dripping. And the bedroom—get this—is on the secont floor.


“That ain’t nothin. Wanna hear another? The big oak table in the kitchen? Musta weighed a haffa ton? Din’t it up and take off one fine day. Along come the water and it went clear through the wall. Left a hole clean as a whistle. You c’n see it if you want, where they patcht-it up. Only the table, no one seen it since. Last we know, it was heading for Horse Pasture.


“That time Gramma lost her quilts. She pluckt and cleant them feathers her own self, for her hope chest, when she was just a itty-bitty girl. They din’t go nowheres. They sank. Straight to the bottom. Black as mud and smelt-ta high heaven. River water! That’s the dirtiest slimiest stinkenest stuff that there is.”


The farm had been divided up when the old couple died; not enough left for anyone to make a living on. Luellen’s father farmed, but everyone else in the family went to work in town. Her mother had a job on the breakfast and lunch shift in a diner.


“One day she comes home from work and finds him setting and rocking hisself by the cabinet radio. Like he’s went and done all his chores and he ain’t got a care in the worlt. Well, she knows darn well he ain’t done neither—on count of she seen the cows mooing and looking over their backs; the way they do when they expect-ta get milkt. And she’s all set-ta open her mouth and yell at him; only just then he stops rocking and he turns his head, real slow. He looks acrost at her and he drops his eyes and she sees where he’s looking at. A piece a paper under the lamp, and it’s a note in his hantwriting.


“Sometimes Pa, he din’t talk to nobody for weeks on ent, be he never left no notes before.


“So she picks it up and starts-ta read it, and he lays back and shuts his eyes. Thumping ‘n rocking, thumping ‘n rocking.


“‘I have drank lye,’ is what it sait.”


Our secret ambition was to send for everything advertised in the back pages of Luellen’s magazines: 


Give Your Hair a Chance to Win You Love and Romance


“Taboo”—The Forbidden Nightie—Black as a moonless night/All the allure of Gay Paree


Are You Lucky? (If not, why not?)


The trouble was, we had no money. I wasn’t getting paid, though Reuben gave me a quarter now and then for standing in front of the television set. The TV reception in Lungo wasn’t so hot; sometimes we couldn’t get a picture unless someone stood in a certain spot and held a hand out on top of the set. It had to be just that particular spot, and it had to be a person. Usually that person was me.


And Luellen’s only source of income now was going down to the beach and collecting pop bottles so she could turn them in for the deposit. But she hated the beach; she was allergic to the sun, she said. Her skin really was delicate: spun floss. She had to wear a big straw coolie hat that Reuben hated; he said it made her look like a lamp under a shade. 


Dykstra, the crabby old shopkeeper in town, gave her credit on the sly. I think he had a crush on Luellen. Her cigarettes and magazines, lipstick, nail polish, eyebrow pencil, wavy hairpins. (Their coppery glint was not so bright as her hair.) He sold bruised fruit, sour milk, stale bread, calamine lotion, insect spray, mothballs, mouthwash, bandages—such dusty odds and ends as summer people might ask for—and spirals of sticky brown flypaper hung in the window all year round.


Even Dykstra sometimes wanted money on account; then we had to start digging through the garbage—eggshells, orange and banana peels, wet coffee grounds—looking for butts. Luellen lighted them up, one squashed stub pressed to another, inhaling until her eyes all but crossed over her nose.


It made her look as if she was trying to concentrate.


“Esti? Hey, Esti? Here, lookit. Read this.” Handing over her magazine.


I leaned on my stomach and elbows and began to read aloud:


“‘Smiling, Boyd brought his face close to mine. . . .’”


“Boyd,” she said. “Boyd. What do you think?” She was musing over possible names for the baby. “Don’t that sound like a real boy’s name? Boyd?”


“‘. . . brought his face close to mine. Our two lips met, and clung. It was instantaneous, inevitable, irresistible. Like the force of gravity. Or, I thought, a force greater still. The force . . .’”


Luellen grabbed the pages from me and clasped them to her breast, reciting with a solemn solid-blue stare (she knew the rest by heart):


“. . . ‘the force a love.’”


She waited for me to say something. People were always waiting for me to say something. It made me nervous. I could never tell what it was they wanted me to say.


“Four lips,” I said. “Shouldn’t it be: ‘Our four lips met, and clung’? Two and two makes four.” 


Luellen hugged the pages flat against her. Her eyes rolled toward their red-gold brows. 


“Ugh,” she said. “Esti Esti Esti.”—I thought it sound liked tsk tsk tsk when people repeated my name that way. —“Esti Esti Esti. I should know better’n to ask you. You don’t appreciate nothing. You’re not susceptible.” 


Lungo had a reputation. 


What happened was, a local resident turned up in the trunk of an automobile left standing on a church parking lot, with two flat tires, for an unusually long time. And the church was clear on the other side of Chicago. The papers carried the story for weeks and kept harping on Lungo, Lungo. I think that was how come my boyfriend Donny showed up as often as he did; he was hoping to get a look at some gangsters. That’s what he wanted to be when he grew up.


Donny was very good-looking. So good-looking I was surprised the first time I saw him; I never saw anyone else who surprised me. It was in the high-school corridor at lunchtime, and everyone was fetching up brown paper bags that smelled of tuna fish and bananas and slamming tin lockers, and there was Donny—tall and dark and built like a statue. No kidding. His shoulders and chest were as muscular as armor—a breastplate. His jaw was hinged. He had that kind of curly grape-cluster hair that statues have, and his nose was like a statue’s too; smashed. Flattened in a fight. I wouldn’t say it spoiled his looks, but it made them moody.


You would have taken him for Greek or Italian, but Donny was Bohemian. I wasn’t sure what that meant. His father was a janitor and they lived in a basement flat with painted pipes in the ceiling. Two weeks every summer they took a vacation, farther up the lake, in Michigan. The old man sat on a blanket in his undershirt, a handkerchief knotted around his head, reading his newspapers in thick foreign type. He was a whole foot shorter than Donny; his glasses were so thick they glowed; his legs stretched on the sand were bony and blue-white. But he beat the tar out of Donny. I never saw him do it, but I saw him threaten—looking up at his son, lustrously, sliding his belt out of his pants.


Whenever Donny borrowed his father’s car he scratched it up. He drove too fast, and half the time he wasn’t even looking where he was going; he was looking behind him, watching for cops.


“Do you think that’s a squad car? Do you think he’s tailing me?”


He ducked his head into his leather jacket and squinted at the lights in the rearview mirror.


In it I could see the rectangle of his forehead, his frowning eyebrows, an edge of curly hair. I figured he must be looking at himself. Donny was forever looking at himself. In mirrors, in plate-glass windows, in gum machines. When we ate at the chili parlor, at the counter with its bottles of red pepper sauce and bowls of oyster crackers (why they called those pellets oyster crackers I never did know)—when we sat on the stools, under the hard lights, I could catch him squinting at himself, I swear, in the spoons.


For his favorite pose, though, he turned his face aside; jaw angled, eyebrow lifted, frowning at himself over his collar. Its raised tips sharp against his cheeks.


He jammed his hands into the pockets over his stomach, making fists. 


“Do you think I look tough enough? Does my nose make me look tough?”


At the pink hotel, a parking lot overlooked the water, and Friday and Saturday nights from sunset on it was full of cars—windows rolled up, no matter how hot it was; heads close together behind steering wheels. Striped raccoon tails dangled from the antennas, as jumpy as if they were alive; car radios jittered like insects in weeds.


To the south, the mills gave off a thick orange glow, mightier than the sinking clouds. Lights squiggled on the surface of the water. Chicago rose from the horizon the way heat rises from the highway: staggering, shimmering. You could never be sure you were seeing it because it was there.


Donny dug inside my blouse. I pushed his hand away. He forced it down.


“Your skin is so snooth and creany,” he said.


I’m sorry, but that’s what he said. He was breathing hard through his mashed-in nose.


He smelled of leather jacket, cigarettes, hair tonic, fresh-pressed khakis, and a T-shirt that had dried outdoors, on the line. But mostly of hair tonic. It got all over my hands.


Sooner or later we had to get out and inspect the damage.


I struck matches and held them up so Donny could see. He crouched, running his fingers over doors, fenders, dents, creases, scratches in ten different colors—paint he had taken along, off other cars.


“Do you think that’s a new one? Do you think I just did that?”


His voice was anxious, pleading with me, the way he did in the car; his jaw had a glassy edge. Maybe that was the matches.


“I’m in for it now. I’m gonna catch it for sure. My old man’ll pin it on me, all right. He’s gonna lick the daylights outta me.”


Smooth heavy waves slapped back and forth—water slopped in a tub. In all the parked cars, leather jackets were creaking. By this time, someone was bound to get fed up with us—all this crouching and sneaking and whispering. A window would roll down, a head would pop out.


A sudden jeering burst of song.


“Hey, you creeps. Whatsa matter wichew. Whaddayawant? Go on. Ged oudda here. Beat it. What are you? Morons? Peeping Toms?”


At the funeral, my father was reconciled with his family. They sat under the cemetery canopy, all in a row; the two daughters on one side, the mother in the middle; Uncle Abie, my father, Uncle Reuben shoulder to shoulder, their necks hot above their white prayer shawls. Especially Uncle Abie’s, all red baubles of pimples. The black circles of skullcaps looked small on their heads.


Flor’s faux fur dangled from her shoulders, staring straight at me. Her husband, the dentist, had been killed overseas not long before—some kind of explosion. I wasn’t supposed to ask or say. Her face was in her handkerchief, the creature shuddering on her back. Honey kept eyeing her sister out of the side of her face, over her spit-curled cheek, the way she did when they sat together at the piano and she looked to Flor to let her know when to turn the page. Every once in a while she took her handkerchief out of her sleeve (Honey was never without a handkerchief tucked up her sleeve, the tight part, where it gripped her vaccination mark) and dabbed first at Flor’s nose and then at her own. Her black dress was rusty and smelly under the arms. 
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