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SUCH A LOVELY COUPLE





Chapter 1


The first time he called he told me this whole long story about meeting me at a party and seeing me in the library and being in the same English class as my roommate Piper. By then I was too embarrassed to tell him I didn’t know who the hell he was, so I said, yeah, sure, lunch would be fine.


When I interrogated Piper about him, she said, “Michael Wedlan? Oh yeah. Real cute. Real smart. Nice guy. But not your type.”


“Why isn’t my type cute, smart, and nice?” I asked.


“I think Michael was in Vietnam,” she said. “All his English compositions are about jungles and mutilated bodies.”


“Oh,” I said, the corners of my mouth grimacing downward. “Not my type.”


It was 1972, and in the interest of school spirit, I’d done my share of protest marching and candle lighting and banner drawing, but I could never quite work myself into the proper frenzy. I descended from a long line of mild-mannered, extremely pleasant people who, having successfully escaped the pogroms of Czarist Russia, promptly dedicated their lives to avoiding anything smacking of politics. Other students were so passionate about hating Vietnam. But I didn’t want to hate anyone. I was having a good time.


Michael suggested we meet at the YMCA cafeteria. In my three years at the University of Illinois I had dined in many of the finer culinary establishments in town—Burger King, Steak ’n Shake, the dorm—but never the YMCA. I stood in front of the TODAY’S SPECIAL: CREAM OF MUSHROOM sign, surrounded by sounds of scraping chairs and clinking silverware, waiting for someone who might have been a soldier in Vietnam, someone who might have actually napalmed babies and burned villages.


What if the guy was insane? The papers were filled with tales of crazy Vietnam vets. What if I was about to have lunch with a crazy man?


The more I thought about it, the more the idea appealed to me. Plenty of women knew men who would kill for them. But I was about to meet one who knew how.


Piper had instructed me to look for a sort of tall guy with sort of dark hair and maybe green eyes.


“That’s it? Nothing more specific?” I said.


“If you mean will he be carrying a weapon and have a jagged scar across his face—no, Franny, probably not.”


As I was checking my watch and thinking maybe soldier boy wasn’t showing, a tall dark-haired man with green eyes walked up, radiating confidence with his straight posture and square shoulders, like someone had stuck a yardstick down his back. He was wearing a white shirt, rolled up at the sleeves and tucked into his jeans, which surprised me. I guess I was expecting fatigues.


“Oh good, you waited,” he said, guiding me toward the cafeteria line. “Do you know what you want to eat?” This was a man who got right down to business.


I stared at rows of little dishes filled with balls of egg salad. “It all looks so healthy.” I said the word healthy like the food was repugnant.


“You’re not into health food?” he said.


“Not unless I can wash it down with a Twinkie.”


Michael paid for his tuna fish sandwich and glass of milk, and the red Jell-O, Coke, and French fries on my tray, after saying hello to the salad lady and greeting the cashier. He was awfully friendly for a killer.


“I haven’t eaten here before,” I said, sliding into a vinyl high-backed booth underneath a painting of Jesus.


Michael smiled. “My dad used to run this place when I was a kid.”


“Really?” I pointed at the wall above me. “So this must be his picture!” Michael stopped smiling. “Sorry,” I said. “Dumb joke.” I couldn’t decide if I should eat my Jell-O with a spoon or fork, so I decided not to eat it. “Was your dad the owner or something?”


“He was the director.”


“The son of a director. That sounds very glamorous.”


Michael handed me half of his tuna sandwich. “Here. You better eat this. Pretend it’s a Hostess Ding Dong.”


I thanked him, took a bite, and left the sandwich on my tray. Michael gazed at me with such bemusement that I wondered if I had something stuck in my teeth. I scrambled for some dazzling conversation-grabber, one that would leave him impressed with my discerning mind.


“So,” I said, “where do you live on campus?”


“In a house on Tenth Street.”


“With your parents?”


“Are you kidding?”


Apparently I had offended him. “Yes.”


“My folks live in Springfield now,” he said. “My father’s retired from the Y. He’s teaching Sunday school at the Baptist church.”


“That is one wholesome background,” I said, sprinkling salt on top of the ketchup I’d poured all over my fries.


“What about you?” he asked.


I hate what-about-you questions. My answers always come out boring, like one of those obituaries that leave you feeling all depressed because the person led such an uneventful life. Not that I read a whole lot of obituaries.


I plunged ahead with my basic me-in-a-nutshell. “We’re Jewish. We live in Chicago. My mom’s a mom and my dad makes plastic terrariums—those things that look like see-through plastic space saucers that people grow plants in. They’re big right now. You’ve probably seen them in hardware stores and floral shops, and Kmart carries them. My dad—he’s technically my stepdad—got a huge order from Kmart. Before that he used to make pet supplies. Have you ever owned a dog? My sister’s allergic.”


One of us was talking too much, and it was me. I had a bad habit of getting all nervous and hyper, resulting in my rambling about ridiculous subjects when talking to guys who looked like they belonged on magazine covers. And at the moment, I was sitting across from a bona fide candidate for Greek god-dom.


Even then, I could usually perceive the former boy in the man or the onetime girl in the woman, but there was nothing soft or childlike about Michael’s features. It was as if he’d been born looking like an adult. His thick dark hair kept falling onto his forehead in a way that made me want to reach over and touch it. And his green, beautiful green eyes were the most intriguing combination of tenderness and wariness. The funny thing was, he wasn’t intimidating gorgeous. He was sort of approachable gorgeous. I never got a shot at gorgeous. Gorgeous never asked me out. Not that my looks were totally hopeless or anything. A lot of guys liked girls with dark curls, brown eyes, and potbellies. People often told me I was pretty. But it was usually people like my mother or my aunts.


“Tell me about yourself,” I said, in what I hoped was a sophisticated voice. “I want to know every detail.” I couldn’t remember what movie I’d heard that line in, but I thought it sounded pretty good.


“I’m twenty-six years old,” Michael said.


“Yow.” I was twenty years old. To me, anyone twenty-six was Social Security material.


“Yow what?”


“Yow nothing. Please continue.” I pushed back my plate of fries and asked about his major. In college, majors were considered key personality traits.


Michael looked perplexed. “I’m an advertising major, Franny. I’m working on my master’s. I told you that at the department Christmas party.”


“Oh, of course,” I said, like, Silly me, how could I forget?


“You were singing ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas.’ You were on day five when we met, five golden rings.”


That was not an event I particularly wanted to be remembered for. Undue quantities of spiked punch were involved. And I sure couldn’t believe it was the basis for someone wanting to date me.


Michael smiled. He was quite the smiler. “You were charming.”


He thought I was charming.


“Do you want something different?” he asked, eyeing my abandoned fries and untouched Jell-O. “Maybe there’s something else you’d like. How about a hot dog? I could get you a hot dog. They have good ones here.” He was so eager to please that I was beginning to wonder what was wrong with him.


“No, thanks,” I said. “I read this article, maybe you saw it, on how hot dogs have pig intestines and cow eyeballs and all sorts of disgusting things in them. Really, they’re the worst. I never eat hot dogs.”


“Thank you for sharing that with me.” I could practically feel the guy studying my face. He asked me what kind of music I liked.


I twirled my straw around in my Coke, making the ice cubes spin. “Oh, just regular music. The kind you hear on the radio.”


“Jazz is on the radio. Classical music is on the radio. Do you like classical?”


“It so happens, I might be listening to a great deal of classical music and several operas this summer,” I said, pausing for effect. “Piper and I are traveling to Europe to become worldly.”


Michael looked properly impressed. “Have you heard Madame Butterfly?” he asked.


“No.” I leaned across the table. “Have you heard Iron Butterfly?”


After that, we hit one of those first-date conversational snags. He took a bite of tuna. I sipped my Coke. He wiped his mouth with a napkin. His tolerance for silence was much greater than mine. I hate awkward silences. I feel obligated to fix them, like they’re my fault.


I’d spent the past year nuts about a junior named Donny Bolen, who was not the sort of guy any normal, self-respecting woman was supposed to like. We’d been dating long enough for me to walk up to the second floor of the Kappa Sigma house without anyone yelling, “Girl on the floor.” I was one of the guys.


At the time, Donny was rooming with Richard Waxler, who was okay enough, except for the distasteful habit of locking Donny out of their room when he was “entertaining,” and leaving used condoms behind Donny’s water bed. But usually Richard wasn’t entertaining. Usually he was hanging out with Donny and smoking dope. It was their hobby. Most of my dates with Donny were spent watching Richard and him get stoned. I didn’t get stoned. I tried, but it never worked. Donny theorized there was some major defect in my DNA, because all I ever did was fall asleep. Richard’s theory was: Franny’s a bum trip.


Humbled by my shortcomings, I contented myself by observing Donny and Richard attempt their death-defying drug experiments. Two nights earlier, they’d opened five Contac cold capsules and divided hundreds of tiny time pills into little piles of red balls and little piles of white balls. Richard swallowed all the red balls and Donny swallowed all the white balls, and then we sat around staring at each other and twiddling our thumbs waiting to see what happened, while I wondered why I wasn’t happier.


“I’m glad we got together,” Michael was saying.


I told him thank you. “Piper said you were in the service.”


“Yes,” he said. “I dropped out of Southern and joined the marines.”


“Really? On purpose? In the middle of an undeclared war?” I hadn’t meant to sound appalled, because sounding appalled sounded kind of rude, so I quickly added, “That was very brave.”


“No. It was stupid,” he said. “When I was growing up my father gave nightly lectures at the dinner table about values and honor and gratitude for the opportunities this country offers. He’d speak about each citizen’s debt and each citizen’s duty.” Michael shrugged. “I became a marine to make my father proud of me.”


“Was he pleased?”


Michael picked up his milk glass, drank from it, then set the glass on the table. “He said I was stupid.”


“Oh.” I rearranged the folds in my paper napkin.


“My father’s devoted his life to staying on an even keel, but the day I enlisted he really lost it. ‘Don’t you realize there’s a war on!’ Like I wasn’t intelligent enough to notice. But he adjusted to the idea. He would have been embarrassed not to. By the time I left for overseas, he chucked me on the shoulder and told me to keep my wits about me.”


“And did you?” I asked.


“Well, I’m still here,” he said, his voice suddenly hushed and distant, like he was no longer talking to me, just talking. He kept slipping back and forth between Mr. Warm, Open, and Friendly, and Mr. Pensive Marine. “You learn a lot about yourself in a war,” he said. “Sometimes it’s surprising.”


Jesus, I thought, this guy must have done something terrible. I was dying to know what it was, but couldn’t think of a polite way to ask. Were you scared? Did you kill anybody? Were you afraid of dying? There are still questions I want to ask and answers I long to know. I wish I could call him so we could talk. But I do know one answer: Michael was scared of dying.





Chapter 2


I’d walk out of a classroom and he’d be standing in the hallway waving a Frisbee.


I’d come home from the library and he’d be waiting outside my apartment door balancing two melting ice cream cones.


But after one jazz concert date, one movie date, one Frisbee date, one ice cream cone date, and several evenings spent sitting in smoke-filled coffee shops holding hands, Michael still hadn’t made love to me. We were in an era of anything goes, and so far, nothing had gone.


I thought, Maybe he’s shy, maybe he’s not attracted to me, or maybe it got shot off in the war.


He asked me to help him select a tie that would look impressive for job interviews. It was a Friday night and I was wearing the trashiest blouse I owned, a rose-colored, see-through nylon concoction with two strategically positioned front pockets.


“That’s some blouse,” Michael said when I met him in the lobby of my apartment building. I was a junior and no longer required to live in a dorm.


“You think so?”


Michael held the lobby door as I glided through, my hips thrust forward. “You look lovely,” he said. Lovely. He said I looked lovely. I was sorry Piper was off at some women-against-something-or-other rally. I would have liked for her to hear that.


Our walk across campus was enhanced by the usual someone’s-bombing-somewhere-fuck-you-Dow-Chemical protest marches, complete with wild-eyed students and terrified campus police. As we wove our way across the quadrangle, Michael gently reached down and laced his fingers through mine, the way my father did when I was a child, before he ran off.


We stopped at a corner in Campustown, waiting for a traffic signal. Green Street was unusually quiet, its rows of storefronts a favorite target for politically committed window smashers. Michael let go of my hand and turned his head as he fixated on the crackling sound of static, sputtering from a small military radio held by a baby-faced student, standing off to the side in an ill-fitting ROTC uniform. The student was clearly frustrated as he held the radio up to his ear, then out at arm’s length, looking at it accusingly as he fiddled with the controls. Michael walked over to the boy and, without saying a word, and with no protest from its owner, removed the radio from the boy’s hands and expertly adjusted two knobs, deftly tuning in to a clear frequency. He handed back the radio, the boy now looking both surprised and appreciative as Michael turned and walked back to me and quietly took my hand. “Former job of mine,” he said, as we proceeded down the street.


We entered Morrie’s Men’s and Boys’, the largest men’s and boys’ store in downtown Champaign. Michael headed to the tie section, his movements self-assured and focused. I could have ripped off his clothes and ravished him right there in front of the madras sports coat rack.


“Okay, so what image do you want to project?” I asked. We were standing in front of a table with ties lined up the same way my mother lined up forks for luncheons. “Do you want to look reliable? Dependable?”


He said, “I am reliable and dependable.”


“Well, then, maybe we should throw in a new aspect to your personality.” I held up a hand-painted Peter Max—inspired number.


Michael shook his head no. “I’ll be interviewing for these ad agencies’ research departments. I should look like a researcher.”


“Perhaps something in a pipe and deerstalker?” I ran my finger along the ties like I was flipping through an index file. It’s not easy to match the personality of a tie to the personality of a man who is strong and confident and considerate and vaguely scary all at the same time. “Now I know why I never buy my dad ties,” I said. “Now I know why he owns ten bottles of Old Spice.”


Michael chose a blue paisley tie with burgundy lining. “This is the one,” he said.


“That’s it? You look at it? You pick it up? You buy it? No holding it against a shirt or deliberating over how it’ll match your suit?”


“Franny,” he said, “it’s a tie.”


“Fine. But there is such a thing as being too decisive.”


Michael looked at me. “I’ve decided it’s time you came home with me.”


When Michael first told me he lived in a house on Tenth Street, he neglected to say his apartment was in the basement. And it wasn’t one of those garden basement apartments where the windows look out on the street; it was one of those basement basement apartments where the windows look out on people’s feet. A laundry room had been revamped into a makeshift kitchen with a small refrigerator and two-burner stove, and a furnace room converted into a living room, which Michael had furnished with bookcases, a pole lamp, and a beanbag chair. A plastic dish, spilling over with food, sat in a corner of the room next to a water bowl.


“Nice place,” I said.


“It’s cheap,” he said.


“The yellow walls help.”


“The landlord’s a nice guy.”


I didn’t think there was such a thing as a nice slumlord.


Michael told me the uneaten food on the floor was for his cat, but the cat had run away weeks ago. He was still hoping she’d return. “My cats always run away,” he said.


“So why own a cat?” I asked.


“I love cats,” he said.


Before I could ask why he would love a cat that didn’t love him back, he opened a door revealing the Taj Mahal of basement bedrooms, with French blue walls, a cream-colored shag carpet, an Indian madras bedspread, and tiny votive candles, already lit, arranged along the floor, on the sill, on the night table, each one flickering in a delicate glass holder; rows of miniature jelly jars.


Within a heartbeat we had our arms around one another and we were kissing and touching and pressing and feeling and moving our hips in unison. I didn’t even stop to worry, Will he like my body? Will he hate my thighs? I wanted all clothes off and I wanted them off fast.


“There’s no rush,” Michael told me as I fumbled with his buttons. “I want to enjoy every moment of making love to you.”


He treated me like someone precious and enthralling. He’d stroke my hair and kiss my neck and glide his hands over my body and gaze at me like he was afraid I wasn’t real. “Does this make you happy? Is this what you want?” he’d ask. I loved touching him and he loved to be touched. His body was strong and beautiful and healthy, except for one small area on his right calf, a scar the size of a penny, the result, he told me, of a shrapnel wound that chafed if anything rubbed against it. A war wound, I thought, how sexy. I was crazy with the joy of him. And I discovered what it was to feel cherished and connected.


We must have fallen asleep for a while. When I woke I was alone; the air felt cold on my breasts. The candlelight was dying out. As each flame faded away, the room was cast into shadows. Michael strolled into the bedroom wearing only a pair of jeans slung low on his hips. I couldn’t believe anything that beautiful had just made love to me, his flat stomach, lean torso, the muscular arms. Those Marine Corps push-ups sure paid off.


“Hi,” he said, padding over to the bed in his bare feet and bending over to kiss me. “Are you hungry?”


“Sort of,” I said. It must have been after midnight.


“Keep sleeping.” He pulled the covers back over me. I stayed in bed and dozed, waking when Michael returned carrying a large plate with an omelet and two forks in one hand, and two napkins and an open bottle of Mateus in the other.


“Dinner is served,” he said, his voice grand and happy. He turned on a lamp beside the bed.


“Sorry,” I told him, “but only naked people are invited to this party.”


We sat on the bed with the madras spread wrapped around our shoulders, devouring the omelet and taking turns sipping from the bottle of wine. The omelet was wonderful, made with melted cheese and sliced mushrooms and green peppers, little rivulets of melted butter streaming through it.


“Michael, have you been in love a lot?” I asked between bites.


“That’s an odd question.”


I didn’t think there was anything odd about it. But considering we were both naked, perhaps the timing was a bit odd. “I’m just curious,” I said.


He took a deep breath. “Well, there was one girl. But we met right before I went overseas, and she got bored with me being away. It didn’t work out.”


“She sent you one of those Dear John letters?” That struck me as unimaginable.


“No. She just stopped writing.” That struck me as unpatriotic.


“Too bad you didn’t know me,” I said. “I’d have written you tons of letters.”


“Yes,” Michael said. “And I would have been so busy reading them, I would have gotten myself shot.”


I popped a sliver of green pepper into his mouth. “I used to write my high school boyfriend letters and leave them in his locker. Then one day he threw them out and told me he was seeing someone else.”


“He was young,” Michael said. “He didn’t appreciate you.”


“Did you have a girlfriend in high school?”


“No one special.”


“Here’s to the fools who didn’t love us,” I said, holding the bottle of Mateus over my head. I reached for a napkin with my other hand. “And here’s to the butter I’ve dripped on me.”


“I know the perfect solution to that,” Michael said, taking the wine bottle and pulling me up from the bed.


I had never showered with a man before. It wasn’t the sort of thing you did at the Kappa Sigma house. Michael and I took turns soaping each other and scrubbing his back and scrubbing my back and standing under the spout to rinse off, the process considerably slowed because he kept rubbing additional handfuls of suds over my body.


“I love showers,” he said, massaging the back of my neck with a washcloth. “When Khe Sanh was under siege, I went fifty-eight days without showering. Until one Sunday morning, when the shelling just stopped. I stripped down and ran into the lake and soaped up. But a new wave of rounds hit and I had to scramble out before I could rinse. All I could do was wait for the soap to dry and scratch the damn stuff off.” Michael happily scrubbed behind my ears. “I love showers,” he said again. I traced figure eights against his soapy chest. He kissed my forehead. “You have the ability to see the world through the eyes of a child, Franny. I can’t do that anymore.”


I slipped my arms around his neck and pressed myself against him, looked up at him and grinned. “I bet I can outswear you,” I said. I figured after all those months hanging around fraternity boys, I had learned a thing or two. What I hadn’t learned was to never make a bet like that with a former marine. Michael pleasantly rambled off the most degenerate words I’d ever heard. For his grand finale, he whispered something in my ear that I’m still trying to forget. “That’s disgusting,” I said. “And not only is it disgusting—it is not even physically possible.”


“Oh yeah?” Michael laughed, and we rinsed ourselves and hurried out of the shower, drying each other with fresh white towels. We raced back to bed to make love again, in a fairly traditional manner, except for my being cautious not to rub against his scar. Afterward, our bodies still entwined, he whispered, “When I make love to you, Franny, I feel like I disappear.”


“Well, don’t go too far away.” I pressed my lips against his neck then rolled back, resting my head on one hand so I could study the beautiful carved angles of his face. “Maybe we should try a new subject. We’ve already tried sex. How about religion? Is the Sunday school teacher’s son religious?”


“No,” he said, like he was surprised I’d even asked. He was lying on his back, like a sunbather. He told me the religious guys were the surest ones to die, that they were so caught up in praying, they’d stop paying attention and get killed. “I used to attend church,” he said. “Before I joined the service. Before Vietnam. But not anymore.”


I asked, “Why not?”


It was several moments before he answered, and when he did, his voice was solemn and certain. “Because now I know there’s no God.”


“That’s curious, I could swear I just saw him.” My attempt at levity didn’t make him laugh. His mood had changed so abruptly. It made me uneasy to hear him sound so positive about a prospect that sounded so bleak. I never really thought about God, but there were times I prayed, so I assumed I was talking to someone.


Michael twisted around, his eyes fixed on me. “I witnessed a lot of bad things, Franny. Nothing you need to hear about, or I need to talk about. I want to protect you from the bad things. I want to be strong for you.”


I wasn’t sure if he meant the bad things in life, or bad things in him. I smoothed his hair away from his eyes. “Do you ever see your buddies from the war?” I asked.


“Buddies?”


“In war movies guys always have buddies.”


“No,” Michael said, “that’s all over with.”


“Come on. Didn’t you have some friend that you could borrow soap from or a can opener or bullets? You must have some buddies.” I don’t know why I kept pushing the subject.


“Within a month, there were three different squad mates, all of them good guys,” he said.


“Don’t you ever call them? Wouldn’t it be nice to get together and rehash old war stories?”


“Franny, they’re dead.”


I felt like an idiot. “I’m sorry. I should have—”


“After that, I kept to myself. I felt I was bad luck.” A fragile hollowness edged into Michael’s voice. “There was one guy, a big, happy, curly-haired Irish lug, Sergeant Flannagan. He had just returned to Vietnam, volunteered for a second tour. Both wrists had been shot through early in the morning. God, did he bleed—a whole poncho full. He wasn’t in much pain because of the morphine. Just sleepy. We tried hard to keep him awake.” Michael pulled me to him and enfolded me in his arms. “The medevac helicopter arrived half an hour after he died. It’s not that we expected him to make it, but if he’d lived to be loaded onto the helicopter, we would have been left with some hope.”


I was trying my best to understand. “I always thought men liked war, that fighting was something primal and basic and thrilling to guys. The best years of your life and all that.”


“That’s Hollywood bullshit. Propaganda to lure you into unnatural circumstances. It’s confusing to think of yourself one way, then find out you’re capable of acting another way.”


I couldn’t imagine Michael being confused about anything. To me he was so sure of himself. He always said and did the right thing. Almost like he was following a script.


I told him I was afraid of dying.


“Don’t be,” he said. “Don’t be afraid, Franny. Death is no big deal. It’s not all that interesting. I’ve seen a hundred guys die and it’s just something that happens.” He sat back and faced me. “I don’t want you to be afraid of anything.” He tenderly pushed a strand of hair off my face. “I should have never been in Vietnam. I didn’t belong there. This country didn’t belong there. All I want is a normal, everyday, wife-and-kids life. I want to be somebody’s priority.”


We made love again, but this time Michael seemed somehow frantic and desperate.


Afterward we ate Campbell’s tomato rice soup and whole wheat toast for breakfast or lunch, it was hard to tell what time it was by then. We were still in bed. I held my soup bowl in two hands and drank from it like it was Chinese tea.





Chapter 3


When I was fifteen years old I saw my father’s picture in the post office. And it wasn’t on a stamp.


Eight months earlier he’d kissed his three children good-bye, said he’d call soon, headed to the airport, and left the country. He claimed he was trying to avoid jail. My mother claimed he was trying to avoid child support.


Turns out they were both right.


Standing under those Wanted posters in a Chicago post office on a hot day in 1966, I wasn’t quite certain what heinous crime Daddy had committed, what with mail fraud being a new concept to me. Later, when I started asking, “What did Daddy do?” questions, I was told I was too young to understand. When I asked the same questions years later, the response was, “Why bring that up now?”


But at the time I was thrilled to have a father who had nine—yes, nine—aliases. And he was the handsomest man on the bulletin board.


All the rest looked like criminals.


While I was checking out my father’s vital statistics, my mother was mailing a letter to her best friend, Vera, who had moved to New York to become a career woman. Vera was considered somewhat avant-garde at the time. But Mom had known Vera since some high school club where patriotic girls knitted mufflers for World War II. Mom and Vera wrote letters back and forth every week. Vera would write how lucky Mom was to be rid of my father. Mom would write how lucky Vera was to not have three children to support. As for how I knew what was in my mother’s letters, let’s just say that criminal tendencies were in my genes.


My mother walked over to tell me she was ready to leave and immediately went into apoplectic shock. I guess she wasn’t too thrilled to see her former husband’s picture plastered on a post office bulletin board next to those of killers and thugs. I took her arm and led her outside, where she stood on the sidewalk with two hands pressed against her face, shaking her head. Four months later she married Paul, whom she met on a blind date, and who adopted my brother, my sister, and me, changed our last names, and moved us to the suburbs.


Suddenly, I was a woman with a past.


We had the entire summer to adjust to our new home, new lives, new identities, before adjusting to our new schools.


Paul had a son named Eddie from his previous marriage. Eddie didn’t live with us but occasionally hung around with his head stuck in the refrigerator. Paul would ask how Eddie’s mother was and what her health was like and whether she was dating anyone she might like enough to marry real soon. This was back when men had to pay lifelong sentences of alimony to ex-wives who didn’t remarry.


Except, of course, men who skipped the country.


I immediately fell in love with Eddie.


He was going into his senior year in high school. A different high school in a different suburb. Paul was not particularly keen on inhabiting the same geographical locale as his former wife. Eddie had curly hair and hazel eyes and smelly feet. I didn’t care about the feet. He was the only seventeen-year-old boy who’d talk to me.


I wrote him long, heartfelt letters—undelivered, thank goodness. I’d lie awake in bed at night fantasizing about our future nuptials. Do you, Franny Baskin, take Eddie Baskin to be your lawfully wedded husband? Hyphenated names first coming into vogue at the time, I fancied myself as Franny Baskin-Baskin. I’d wonder how we’d word the wedding invitations. I’d worry about whether we’d have deformed babies. But making Eddie mine, all mine, became my goal in life.


My sister, Madelyn, was four years younger than me. Her goal in life was to become a game show hostess. Billy was seven years younger. His goal was learning to fart on cue. I tried my best to avoid Billy.


By August, wrought with overflowing feelings of ardor, I declared my affections in a letter I actually did deliver to Eddie—via Madelyn. We were at my dad’s—okay, all of our dad’s—country club, waiting for the doors to open for the five-thirty dinner buffet. I hid behind a potted palm and watched Madelyn hand Eddie my missive. I watched him read it. I watched the look of perplexity tinged with horror cross his face while Madelyn (as instructed and thanks to a monetary payoff) waited for a response. A short conversation passed between them. Finally Madelyn walked over to my station behind the plant and relayed a message I would hear many times in many renditions from different boys over the years: “Uh, he said he likes you, too,” she said. “But as a brother.” She handed me back my letter, the dining room doors flew open, and along with all the other eager country club members, she joined my mom and Paul and Billy and hurried to the salad bar. When I emerged from behind my potted palm, sheepish, embarrassed, rejected—I headed straight to the dessert table, determined to stop liking Eddie.


“That’s no way to start a meal,” my mother said when I joined the family, a plateful of butter cookies, strawberry shortcake, and lemon meringue pie in tow.


“Looks fine to me,” Eddie said, biting into a piece of grilled shrimp. Why’d he have to be so supportive? Why’d he have to be so nice? But my unrequited love affair was over.


By the time school started, I loved Eddie as a brother.


The counselor at my new school in my new suburb, who had apparently read my old records, or headlines in the newspapers, called my mother and suggested I see a psychologist, just in case my father’s desertion had left me traumatized. But my mother said I looked perfectly fine, my color was good, and she was sure that wouldn’t be necessary. It was an unwritten rule in our new family that we were supposed to make believe we’d led no life previous to our current, more respectable one. Any mention of Irving, our biological father, quickly became tantamount to mentioning nun-raping Nazis, gun-toting Vietcong, Nixon-loving Republicans, and other undesirables.


Sporadic letters would arrive with the flap unglued, preopened, preread. I wasn’t certain just what the government was looking for from my father, but it must have been exciting. It’s not like they didn’t know where to find the guy. All they had to do was check out his postmarks. The letters were always signed, Daddy loves you. Daddy misses you. You’re not the reason why I left.


I knew that. But I also knew that we weren’t reason enough for him to stay, that he had never particularly liked us. He just cared for us as some glorious reflection of his manhood. My children. I suspect he maintained a wonderful relationship with us over the years despite our physical absence, as if the thought of us mattered more than the actual us.


In the meantime my mother worked hard to make us into one big happy family. She did this mainly by cooking gourmet meals and making all of us eat them in the same room at the same time. Fortunately, she was an excellent cook.


When Michael started pressing for me to meet his parents, and for him to meet mine, I felt tiny crazy flips in my stomach, whether from happiness or panic, I didn’t know.


How likely was it that a gorgeous guy like him would ever show up in my life again—asking to, yes, marry me and take care of me and buy a home and start making babies. He was everything I wanted, only sooner than I wanted. I was overwhelmed that he had chosen me. If I was someone else, and I knew him and I knew me, I wouldn’t have even thought to fix us up. We were wildly different, an unlikely couple, but I figured, that’s a good thing. Why would I want to marry myself?


He was so much stronger and self-assured and decisive. I envied him his certainty. And felt guilty over my qualms about marriage and commitment, things he never questioned.


I once asked him, “Michael, how do you know? You’re so sure—together forever and ever and all that—it’s such a long time. Things get screwed up. My father left my mother and that was after twenty years.”


“I wouldn’t leave you,” he said.


I felt enormous comfort in his words. “Really?”


“Never.”


“Me either,” I said. “I would never leave you.”


I felt safe with him, which was weird to me, because I wasn’t aware of having felt unsafe before.


Michael’s game plan, our game plan, consisted of him finishing his master’s while Piper and I spent the summer in Europe, then me finishing senior year while Michael established himself with a job and apartment in Chicago. We would marry as soon as I graduated.


“That sounds perfect, doesn’t it?” he said.


“Yes,” I said. “Almost too perfect.”


We drove to Chicago in Michael’s Volkswagen Squareback, me nervous, and he genuinely excited that his life was going as intended. I’d suggested we meet my family first. Piper urged me to visit Springfield and check out Michael’s family first. She said, “You don’t marry the man, you marry the package.”


But I wanted to start out with a package I was familiar with. I wanted to start on friendly turf. I had put off telling my parents about Michael for reasons that weren’t all that clear to me, but had something to do with the fact that once my mother got involved, my engagement would take on a life force all its own.


After all, I was her oldest daughter.


“A wedding!” she practically squealed. I had called home in the evening because that’s when she’s the calmest, that one hour each night after the dinner dishes have been cleared away and she’s Ajaxed the sink and hasn’t started worrying yet about what to make for tomorrow’s dinner.


“You’ve got plenty of time, Mom. I still have another year of school.”


“Do you know how hard it is to book a hotel room?” she said. “I can’t believe you’re marrying somebody nobody knows.”


“I know him, Mom. That’s what counts.”


“You never really know a man,” she said. “They don’t let you know them. You can’t rush into these things.”


“You married Daddy after only six weeks.”


“That was different. We were older.”


“You were nineteen.”


“The war made everyone older.”


“Well, you married Paul after knowing him three months.”


“I was mature. I’d been divorced. I’d learned from my mistakes. Believe me, what you want in the beginning of a relationship isn’t necessarily what you want in the middle.”


She called three times to ask what she should cook for Michael and whether he had any food allergies. She called to ask if she should shake his hand when he arrived, or kiss him on the cheek.


On the drive to Chicago, I filled Michael in on a few of the better highlights from my family history.


“This is a fine time to tell me you have the blood of a crook coursing through your veins,” he said.


“Well, I am kind of hoping we name our children Bonnie and Clyde.”


Michael was driving with his left hand on the steering wheel while resting his right hand on my leg. Except when he had to shift. I was rubbing my thumb across the back of his neck. Except when he had to shift. Then I’d place my hand on his crotch and also shift. Michael pretended he didn’t notice, but he sure seemed to shift gears a lot for a guy who was driving down a straight empty highway surrounded by cornfields.


“My new name will take some getting used to,” I said. “Frances Wedlan. It has a rather nice Christian ring to it, don’t you think? If you’d stayed in the service, I could have been Mrs. Lance Corporal Wedlan. That certainly sounds authoritative. Like Mrs. Lois Superman.”


“I wish I could take your last name,” Michael said.


“I think Wedlan sounds classy.”


“Maybe. But I’d rather have your name.” He concentrated on the road and inched his foot down on the accelerator. “I’m going to need a flow chart to keep your relatives straight. Paul’s your dad and Irving’s your father.”


“Something like that.”


“But Paul will give you away when we get married?”


“Definitely. My father already got rid of me. He’s fulfilled his quota. Besides, if dear old Dad pops up for the wedding, we’ll probably have FBI agents cadging drinks at the bar.” I kissed Michael’s earlobe. I couldn’t keep from touching him. “Paul’ll probably want to talk to you. About your honorable intentions and all that. He can be kind of old-fashioned at times.”


“Good,” Michael said. “Because I’ll be wanting to talk to him about your dowry. I’m setting a minimum of ten chickens and twelve goats. And of course I’ll be requesting a fine piece of bottomland.”


“Any complaints about my bottom?”


“None at all.”


I played with Michael’s hair. It was long enough to weave between my fingers.


“Maybe we should elope,” he said.


“Okay! That might make a whole lot more sense than anything. If you don’t mind my mother hounding you to your grave.”


“It’s our wedding, Franny. It has to be what we want.”


It’s our wedding. I kept trying on the phrase for size, trying to make it feel real. I leaned over to kiss the back of Michael’s neck, even though the stick shift jabbed into my hip. “One more thing,” I said.


“Let me guess. Your great-aunt’s an arsonist.”


“No. She’s a kalooki player. It’s about the house we live in.”


“It’s haunted?”


“No. Big. Real big. Nineteen rooms. Not counting the bathrooms.”


I think Michael swerved the car a little. I wasn’t sure, maybe it was my imagination, but I think he definitely might have.


“That’s obscene,” he said.


“I know. Those plastic terrariums really rake in the dough.”


“And what happens when people get tired of terrariums?”


“Paul will invent something else. He’s very talented.”


I knew my life was radically better thanks to my new dad. It scared me how much I loved him. But I’d spent most of my teenage years living in a huge home feeling like I never had the right to ask for anything. Everything Paul did for us felt like a favor, something I couldn’t count on or didn’t deserve. Not because of him. Because of me.


I stared out my side window, looking for a McDonald’s.


Before we all married Paul, my mother and brother and sister and I lived in a narrow town house with four floors; we were always running up and down stairs. The hardest part was vacuuming. We’d fight about whose turn it was to lug the Hoover, then compromise by not vacuuming at all. There were two small bedrooms on the top floor, one for Billy and one shared by Madelyn and me. Mom slept on a daybed in what was supposed to be the family room. We moved into the town house right after my father cut out, right after we had to sell our real house and all the down-filled sofas and silk damask chairs and the antique ivory chess set and most of the paintings (nobody wanted the oil portraits of Madelyn and Billy and me), and use the money to pay the bills until my mother retook the exam to update her teaching certificate so she could get a job in a life-threatening Chicago neighborhood.


But that was before she met Paul on the date set up by his sister, now my aunt Zoey, rescuing and restoring my mother to the life of a homemaker, the job she favored most.


Housing developments were beginning to dot the horizon. We were getting closer to the city.


“We have to live by mountains,” Michael said.


“But my parents are here.” I hated mountains. I always feel keenly aware of them existing for thousands of years before me, and knowing they’ll be around for thousands of years after me. Mountains make me feel insignificant.


“There aren’t mountains in Chicago,” Michael said. “We should live by mountains.”


“We’ll register for them at Marshall Field’s.”


My mother shook Michael’s hand at the door, then whispered to me, “If things go well, I’ll kiss him when he leaves.” I knew she’d have a plan.


Her short dark hair was perfectly buffed and coifed. Her makeup was shining. She was wearing her red silk go-to-luncheons dress and black patent leather heels. She had dressed up for my future husband.


Michael and I were wearing blue jeans.


“I bet you’re both starving,” she said. Nothing would have made her happier.


“No,” I told her, “we stopped for Big Macs.”


“But I cooked.”


“Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll be hungry again soon.”


I took Michael on a tour of the house. Our home was so large that guests were always walking in and commenting on the size and how they’d never seen such a place and how they’d like to see such a place, and eventually it became an automatic reflex to hang up someone’s coat and take them on a tour, whether they requested one or not. Our family held long debates over which room got called the den and which one the family room and which the TV room. This was especially difficult since all three rooms had televisions. The house had been built in 1927 and hadn’t been redecorated since the early forties, so we originally lived there surrounded by claustrophobic floral prints until my mother spent six months and a lot of Paul’s money running around the Merchandise Mart with her interior decorator. The end result was a lot of golds and reds and dramatic touches of black in something that looked like an Architectural Digest article gone mad. Plus the paintings. Paul collected modern paintings. None of us knew what we were looking at, but Paul said they were good investments. So we decided we liked them.


“Where is everyone?” I asked, walking into the kitchen with Michael trailing behind me. I had just mauled him behind the door so he’d have to hide a hard-on while talking to my mother. “I gave Michael the grand tour.”


“She certainly did,” Michael said, his hands gracefully folded in front of him.


“That’s nice, kids.” Mom was forming dough balls in her hands and dropping them into boiling water, making them pop up twice their size.


“Where’s Paul?” I asked.


“He’ll be home soon. He had a meeting with one of his designers. Some new idea about a year-round manger scene for the southern market.”


“Sounds special,” Michael said.


“Those are matzo balls,” I told him, pointing to the soup pot. “They look like baseballs and they taste like baseballs.”


“What’s wrong with my matzo balls?” my mother said.


“Nothing. They’re kind of heavy sometimes.”


My mother frowned. “Don’t criticize unless you can do it yourself.”


“I’m starving,” I said. The best way to avoid a confrontation with my mother is to eat her cooking.


She said, “Don’t spoil your appetite for dinner.”


Because it was Friday night, we ate in the dining room, with a white linen tablecloth and the good china. Paul sat at the head of the table; Mom at the foot; Eddie, Billy, and Madelyn squeezed together on one side; and Michael and me on the other, our chairs closer than necessary after I’d rearranged our two place settings.


Eddie shared an apartment with three guys in the city but liked to show up for free meals. Paul was hoping Eddie would go into business with him—one of those father-and-son deals—but Eddie had career plans of his own. He sold stereo equipment and dated older women with money. His skin was tinted a pale orange from using Man-Tan. It amazed me that I’d ever had a crush him.


The introduction between Michael and Paul had gone well. Paul walked into the kitchen after returning from his manger meeting, looked at Michael, stuck out his hand, and said, “You must be him.”


Dinner began with Paul saying the blessing over the wine and bread. The kiddush cup was passed around the table with everyone taking a sip of the kosher wine. Never, in the six thousand year history of Judaism, has there been such a miracle as a decent-tasting bottle of kosher wine. Michael was a trooper, though, sipping from the silver engraved cup and smiling.


Madelyn helped my mother carry in the bowls of chicken soup, each one floating a matzo ball. Serving Friday night dinner was usually Trudy’s job. She’d been our maid ever since we married Paul and got rich. But Trudy was always needing to take time off to travel to South Carolina or North Carolina or one of those Carolinas to take care of one of her ailing sisters. Trudy had a lot of sisters.


“Soup’s on!” my mother said after Madelyn and she sat down. She said, “Soup’s on!” every time she served soup. It was a family joke.


When nobody else was looking, my sister shot me a dirty look. She was annoyed that Mom said I didn’t have to help serve, that I could stay seated next to “our guest.” The year before, right after her sixteenth birthday, the slight bump in Madelyn’s nose had been removed and a slight bob at the end of her nose added, so basically she didn’t look like she was related to anyone else in the family, but she was pretty, very pretty, so wherever she belonged must have been a good-looking set of relatives. I had my Grandma Baskin’s nose, not great, but not bad enough to warrant a doctor smashing it.


“So, Michael, what’s this I hear about you in Vietnam?” my mother asked. We were all holding our spoons close to our faces, blowing at the steaming soup. “You must feel like quite a celebrity.”


“Not really,” Michael said.


“Did you ever go to one of those Bob Hope shows?” Paul asked.


“Afraid not,” Michael said.


“That Jill St. John’s really hot,” Eddie said.


North Shore boys never went to Vietnam. They hired lawyers to prove they were temporarily insane or psychiatrists to swear they had eating disorders or plastic surgeons to flatten their feet. Eddie avoided the draft because someone had bitten his trigger finger in a college football game and it didn’t bend right anymore. He immediately dropped out of college. That’s the sort of luck North Shore boys have.


“Did you see any dead people?” Billy asked.


“Of course he saw dead people,” Madelyn said. “It’s a war.” Then added, “An illegal war this country has no business being in, but it’s a war.”


“I was just asking,” Billy said. “I’ve never seen any dead people.”


“There were a few,” Michael said softly.


“What about Grandpa?” Madelyn said to Billy. “You saw him dead.”


“That didn’t count,” Billy said. “He wasn’t shot up or wounded. He looked like a wax mannequin.”


“I thought they did a pretty good job on him,” Paul said. “Real lifelike.”


“Do you people mind?” I said.


My mother transferred the remaining half of her matzo ball from her soup bowl into Paul’s. “Has anyone else noticed how much Michael looks like Uncle Sidney?” she asked.


“Mom, Uncle Sidney has bad teeth and no chin,” Madelyn said.


“It’s not that, but something around the eyes. The way they crinkle.”


“I was looking for the salt,” Michael said.


Billy passed Michael the saltshaker, after sniffing it. Billy liked to sniff things. Nobody knew why.


My mother tilted her bowl forward to spoon out her last drops of soup. “Sidney’s my mother’s brother,” she said to Michael. “You’ll meet him someday. It’s just too bad you couldn’t have met him before the shock treatments. His wife’s a ball of fun, though.”


“Who? Arlene?” Paul said.


“Yes,” my mother said. “She has so much personality for someone married to Sid.”


“Having a good time?” I asked Michael.


I cleared the soup bowls. Paul carved the turkey. Madelyn passed the green beans and potatoes. Eddie and Billy never did anything. They just sat there like a couple of crown princes.


“So, was it love at first sight?” Madelyn asked. She enjoyed prying into other people’s romances.


“It was for me,” Michael said.


“It was plenty fast for me, too,” Paul said. He had the same hair and eyes as Eddie. Or technically, Eddie had his. “I’ve been married to Rochelle five years now.”


“Six,” Mom said.


“Whatever,” Paul said, “and she’s still full of surprises.”


“What surprises?” she asked.


“Sheila Grossman’s older sister got engaged real fast,” Madelyn said, biting into a green bean like she was biting into a petit four. “She’s divorced now.”


“What surprises?” my mother repeated.


“Well, for one thing, I’m surprised we don’t have any cranberry sauce tonight.” Paul chased after a boiled potato with his fork until he sufficiently stabbed it to death. “We always have cranberry sauce on Friday nights. And tonight we don’t.”
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