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  For all the daughters who have raised themselves.




  The Reunion




  Part I




  “Are you headed east?”




  The woman stood a respectful distance from her. Frankie finished washing her hands and looked up into the mirror. The woman behind her was easily sixty. Although her face was carefully made up and her ash blonde hair was cut in a short bob that framed her face nicely, it was the look of someone hanging on at the edge of something—something she didn’t want to know.




  The woman was rigidly thin and smartly dressed. The Columbia Sportswear jacket, linen trousers with a deep crease, fashionable pumps—all in a rich shade of camel—all shouted money. Women who looked like this made Frankie feel frumpy with her loose clothing and extra pounds, and tonight she’d definitely dressed for comfort: soft black cotton slacks and a tunic of red and black. Her own dark hair needed brushing. She’d washed it before she set out and let it dry on its own. The side with all the wave was a tangle.




  “I said, are you headed east?” The woman’s eyes looked right at Frankie but they were too dark to read in the mirror.




  Frankie turned toward her, her hands dripping. She didn’t want to say yes or no. She didn’t want the woman to know she was traveling alone, and she didn’t want company. She needed solitude and space to think about what was waiting for her in Kellogg.




  “I’m not asking for a ride,” the woman said. “I’ve got my own car.” She held up a computerized key as proof, the kind of key to something big and expensive.




  Frankie’s jaw and shoulders loosened their grip a little and she nodded to the woman. “Yes, I’m headed east.”




  “Montana?”




  “Idaho, actually.”




  “Could we talk a minute?”




  Frankie felt a surge of irritation. She’d been on the road for nearly two hours, and she was already weary. She’d stopped at the rest area outside the Dalles, hoping there’d be a coffee stand, but the welcome station was closed. It was 8:30 and the end-of-August dark was coming on. But she didn’t want to be rude, and what difference would a few minutes make anyway? She could be kind to this woman. Maybe it would soften her heart toward Lola.




  The woman followed Frankie out of the rest room and they stood next to the big map display. She took a small flask out of her Coach bag and took a swig. The fumes reached Frankie and a familiar irritation flashed through her. She pushed it down. A minute passed, maybe more, and the woman said nothing, just fidgeted with her handbag.




  Finally, Frankie said, “What is it, ma’am?”




  There was no response. Frankie turned away to leave, and the woman gripped her arm, then pulled her hand back.




  “Please,” she said. “Please.”




  Frankie turned back toward her.




  “I’m not a bad person,” said the woman. “I just can’t do it.” She didn’t look at Frankie as she said this. Instead she looked at her hands, hands of loose skin and summers in the sun that were much older than her face. “I just can’t do it.”




  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know how . . .” Frankie sighed. “How can I help you?”




  “Thank you, dear,” the woman said, and she touched Frankie’s arm again. Then she reached into her bag and took out a blue velvet pouch and a manila envelope and handed them to Frankie. “Wait here. And thanks.” She paused and looked as if she were going to say something more but she didn’t. Instead she stepped off the curb and hurried across the wide parking lot to a late-model Volvo, the only other car in sight.




  Frankie looked down at what the woman had handed her. The pouch was full, a bit heavy. It felt stuffed with paper and in the bottom something hard, round and hard. The thin manila envelope was blank on both sides and sealed with clear tape. She pushed her curiosity aside and looked across the pavement. The car was a nondescript color, beige or tan, and fading even more into the gathering gloom.




  The woman stood next to the Volvo talking to a boy, who yawned and rubbed his eyes. She handed him a dark gym bag that looked as big as he was. Then she took him by the shoulders, turned him toward Frankie, and gave him a push. He moved slowly, and Frankie watched him struggling with the bag. Then she realized the woman wasn’t by her car any longer, and she saw the headlights come on.




  Frankie hesitated for just a moment, unsure. Then she could see what was happening and she started across the parking lot, yelling, “Hey! Wait! What are you doing?” She ran past the boy but the woman had already pulled away and was speeding up. Frankie watched the taillights fade as the woman drove onto the freeway. And then she was alone in the parking lot with the boy.




  The dark was full on now and the lights from the rest stop shone down on the boy’s dark hair. His face was in shadow but she could feel him watching her as she crossed the pavement. He had set the bag down and had stepped through the straps so no one could snatch it away. As she moved closer, he sat down on the bag.




  She walked up slowly and sat down on the curb a little distance away from him. “I’m Frankie,” she said, holding out her hand.




  After a moment, he held out his and she shook it. It was small, soft, no real grip. He hasn’t learned how to do that yet, she thought. “What’s your name?”




  “Teroy.”




  “Nice to meet you, Leroy.”




  “It’s Teroy,” the boy said, spitting out the T.




  “Sorry, Teroy. I’ll bet that happens to you a lot.” Frankie had to will herself to stay in this conversation. Her mind wanted to dart off in a dozen directions, most of them impossibly complicated.




  “Yeah, that’s okay.” He stared at his shoes. Frankie looked at them, too. They were new. Nikes.




  Frankie glanced at the rest of him. He was a thin, wiry boy but with a trace of baby still in the cheeks and jaw. He had dark eyes, long lashes. Something about the eyes reminded her of the older woman, but maybe she was just hoping. His brown hair, straight and silky, was cut well. His clothes were new and the right size, but somehow they didn’t fit him. Frankie wondered if the Volvo woman had picked these out for him, if he’d had no choice about that either. The skin on his face and hands looked brown in the odd light from above, but whether from summer tan or heritage, she couldn’t tell.




  “What’s your last name?” she asked.




  “Thompson,” he said, the voice still low and almost muffled.




  “Is that your mom’s name, too?”




  He shook his head.




  “Your dad’s then?”




  The kid just looked at her and she couldn’t read his face. She nodded at him.




  “How old are you?”




  “Nine.”




  Frankie looked around. Behind her, past the restrooms, were a couple of trucks parked sideways but there were no cab lights. She didn’t want to wake a sleeping trucker.




  She waited another moment, looked over at the boy, and said, “It’s getting cool, Teroy. Do you think we could get in my car? It’ll be a little warmer there.”




  A look she couldn’t read crossed his face and some of the horrors that happened to kids these days swirled through her mind.




  “Hey,” she said as lightly as she could. “I don’t have a bag to sit on and my butt’s getting sore. My car’s got comfy seats.”




  The boy grinned at that, just a little, and then shrugged his shoulders and stood up in that effortless way kids do.




  Frankie stood, too, though with more effort, and they walked over to her old Civic. She unlocked the passenger side and the boy pulled on the seat to get in the back.




  “Don’t you want to sit by me?”




  He shook his head.




  “Okay,” she said and released the seat catch. The boy muscled the bag in first and climbed in after it.




  Frankie went around to the other side and got in behind the wheel. Then she remembered the pouch and the envelope and she went back to where they’d been sitting and retrieved them off the pavement.




  Back in the car, she turned as best she could to look at the boy behind her. “Can I ask you something?”




  He nodded.




  “Who was that woman? The one you came here with.”




  “Mrs. Louise.” The boy’s voice was even softer than it had been before.




  “Is she related to you?”




  The boy shrugged.




  “Yes? No?” Frankie tried not to sound impatient.




  He shrugged again. “I don’t know.”




  “Okay. Were you living with Mrs. Louise?”




  He nodded.




  “Did you live with her a long time?”




  He shrugged.




  “Is she your grandmother?”




  He shook his head.




  Frankie decided to see what would happen if she waited. So she waited and continued to look at the boy. Finally, he said, “She said she wasn’t related to me. That she wasn’t related to anybody like me.”




  “Honey, do you know where your parents are? Your mom or your dad?”




  He shook his head.




  “Who took you to be with Mrs. Louise?”




  “My mom.”




  “How long ago?”




  She saw his chest heave and then a flash of something in his eyes—in an adult, it would have been bitterness. “A lot of nights,” he said finally.




  “Okay, Teroy. Just one more question. What did Mrs. Louise say to you when you got out of the car?”




  The boy’s face brightened just a little. “That you’re a friend of my mom’s and that you will take me to her.”




  Frankie nodded and turned back to the wheel. “Why don’t you get some sleep now,” she said over her shoulder and she started the car.




  By the time they got on the road, it was a bit past nine and when she looked back, the boy had fallen asleep anchored to his bag. For the first half hour, Frankie let the anger and bewilderment wash over her. She had only unkind thoughts for Mrs. Louise, for the boy’s mother, for his father. How do you just dump a kid on a stranger? She could have been some molester, some sex trafficker, some child slaver. She could have refused to take him and left him at the truck stop, at the mercy of someone else.




  She realized she hadn’t asked the boy if he were hungry or thirsty or even if he needed to go to the bathroom. For a brief moment, she turned the anger on herself. She’d only thought to ask questions, to solve the problem. She’d seen the kid as a problem, just as she’d seen the woman as a problem, as an obstacle in her way. Not as someone who was suffering. How could the kid not be suffering? She might not know much about kids but she knew about abandonment, Frankie did. She knew about suffering. She told herself that was why she’d put the kid in the car, and that was why she wasn’t stopping at a police station to turn him over to someone else.




  The car clock turned 10:00 and she felt a deep pain in her chest. She wanted to call George, call Dimitri, but even if that were possible, and it wasn’t, none of them would get the irony of this. A child thrust upon her as she went east to confront her most intimate model of bad parenting. She could call Callie but advice was not something they had ever shared.




  She crossed the Columbia at Biggs and headed east along the river, then north. She was ready to stop about 10:30 but the motel signs in the small towns, already few and far between, all said no, and so they didn’t stop until Pasco, where a bored clerk at the Holiday Inn took her credit card and gave her a key without even the usual hint of corporate politeness.




  She’d locked the boy in the car. He was still sleeping when she came back so she got her bag and computer out of the trunk and took them to the room, all the while unsure that her choices were the right ones, all the while worried someone would snatch him away. But he was there when she went back, sleepy and docile, and he stood by the car as she pulled his bag out. It didn’t weigh all that much and a great sadness washed over her. Then she put her arm around him and they went up to the room.




  While he was in the bathroom, she wondered again if she should feed him but he said no when he came out, and he put the bag next to him on the bed nearest the windows, crawled under the bedspread fully clothed, and was soon fast asleep again.




  She waited a few minutes, sitting there on the edge of the other bed, watching him sleep. Then she gently pulled his trainers off, tucked his feet back under the bedspread, and went down the hall for a soda and a bag of cheese curls from the vending machine. Once back in the room, she sat down at the small round table in the corner and pulled the velvet pouch and the manila envelope out of her purse.




  She ate the cheese curls slowly, pulling one from the bag at a time and chewing thoughtfully. She took small sips of the soda and put the bottle back down between each sip. She’d learned to soothe herself this way when the anxiety ran high. Curiosity and fear were doing a tug-of-war in her chest. She wanted to know and she didn’t want to know what was expected, for that’s the way it felt. Expectation. Responsibility. Things that always seemed to land on her.




  Then the cheese curls were gone and there were only a couple of sips of soda left. She thought about going back to the vending machine but she let the urge pass, then dredged up her courage and picked up the velvet pouch. The blue cords had been tightly knotted and she worked them free. From the mouth of the pouch, she pulled out a thick wad of money folded in half. On the outside was a hefty layer of old, worn bills, an assortment of fifties, twenties, and tens. It looked like someone’s savings. In the middle of that were crisp new thousand-dollar bills, ten of them. She counted them all and it came to $14,682. A jumble of questions played around in her mind but they told her nothing.




  She picked up the pouch again and up-ended it. Wrapped in dingy pink tissue paper was a heavy gold locket about the size of a silver dollar. She opened it. On the left side was a snapshot of a teenager with her arms around a shaggy mutt. The girl was mugging for the camera, and she looked happy. Frankie looked for a resemblance to the boy but nothing was evident. On the other side of the locket was a grainy black-and-white cutout from a magazine of a young Kevin Bacon.




  She picked up the manila envelope. It felt wrong to tear it open, and so she got her manicure scissors and carefully slit the tape. Inside was a folded sheet of yellow legal-pad paper with Henry Lee printed in a neat hand and an address in Victor, Montana. Under the address was a number written like a social security number: three digits, two digits, four digits.




  She put the papers back in the manila envelope. She wanted a walk in the fresh air to clear her head. But she didn’t know the town, she didn’t know the neighborhood, and she didn’t want to leave the boy alone in case he woke up and needed her. So she used the toilet, brushed her teeth, climbed into the other bed. She was already exhausted from the trip, and it had barely started. She realized she was exhausted from the thought of the days ahead that she hadn’t lived through yet.




  Frankie woke with a start. Next to her on the bed against her flank was Teroy, curled into as small a space as possible. In one hand, he held a Transformers action figure. In the other, a handgun.




  Her heart pounded in her chest and in her ears. Frankie took a deep breath, reached over, and very gently took the gun from Teroy’s hand. He shifted in his sleep, mumbled something she couldn’t get, then curled in on himself again.




  Outside the night was coming to a close.




  The gun was not a revolver, but one with a clip of bullets. Frankie had never held a gun before and she wasn’t sure how to get the clip out of it or if the safety was on. She got up and set the gun down on the table and turned on her computer. Before long, she found a site that could tell her what to do. Then she buried the clip in her suitcase and put the gun in her big computer bag.




  His duffel was still on the other bed. It gaped open. She hadn’t wanted to go through Teroy’s bag. Everybody deserves privacy. But now she knew she had to. She pulled it between her and the boy so she could keep an eye on him and then she carefully pulled out the contents. Six pairs of neatly folded white underpants. Six neatly folded t-shirts in red, blue, and green. Two pairs of jeans. Six pairs of athletic socks. A red-and-blue striped sweater. A navy fleece jacket. The clothes were all new, stiff from no wear. A well-thumbed Ultimate Spiderman graphic novel. A clear plastic toiletries kit with toothpaste, electric toothbrush, floss, shampoo, and two bottles of Flintstone vitamins. There was a cloth wallet with fifty dollars in it and a picture of the girl from the locket, though she was older, maybe mid-teens. Again she was clowning for the camera but this time it looked forced. In the duffel there was also a small stuffed dog, old, very worn. Not a toy from Teroy’s childhood. Maybe the girl’s? And a notebook with a ballpoint pen in the spiral. It contained an assortment of drawings: airplanes, cars, trucks, something that resembled the Transformers toy clutched in the boy’s hand. On the front his name was printed: T. Roy Thompson. Now she knew how to spell his name. Somehow that made him more real to her.




  There were no more weapons.




  She put everything carefully back in the bag. She wasn’t going to pretend to T. Roy that she hadn’t looked but she wanted to treat his things with respect. She put the bag back in the center of the empty bed.




  The clock read 5:54. No going back to bed now. She made tea water in the coffeemaker in the bathroom and sat down again at her computer. There was an email from Callie. The subject line read “WTF?” She passed that by and opened a couple of messages from editing clients. Projects if she wanted them. She didn’t, but she needed them. Work had been slow the last month and if she didn’t work, she didn’t make money. So she said yes and tried to figure out a deadline that would work and how she could do the work from the road.




  At last, she turned to her sister’s email. Callie had only been in Kellogg a day and in that time, she’d become fifteen again.




  Where the fuck are you? I need you to get here now. Time has not mellowed the bitch. She’s impossible.




  Frankie deleted the message without replying. Time enough to deal with Callie—and with Lola. She went to take a shower. The boy was still asleep when she came out, so she made more tea and sat in the armchair, meditated, and thought about nothing at all.




  The toilet flushing woke her. The bathroom door was closed and Frankie saw that the duffel was open. Then she heard the sound of the electric toothbrush. A bit of relief washed over her although she couldn’t have explained why.




  “Good morning,” she said when he came out.




  He nodded at her.




  “I’m a morning person. How about you? Are you rarin’ to go in the morning or does it take a while?”




  “Takes a while,” he said.




  “Got it. Are you hungry? Let’s go downstairs and see what they have.”




  He nodded again and picked up the Transformers toy.




  An hour later, they’d packed and checked out. It was just past ten and they had another two hundred miles to drive. Frankie asked the desk clerk about a toy store, and they stopped and she bought a doodling book for T. Roy and some comic books. She would probably have given him anything he wanted, but he wouldn’t choose so she guessed at what might appeal to him.




  Once in the car, she hoped he would settle in. Secretly, she hoped he would sleep again. He was so much easier while he slept. Of course, she knew that was unrealistic. And she knew some of it was because she wanted to sleep again herself. Sleep was preferable to the day that lay ahead.




  They followed the I-90 signs out of town and were soon on the road. The traffic was light with occasional caravans of semis. Again, T. Roy had wanted to sit in the back and he spread out the new books.




  “Do you get carsick reading?” she asked him.




  He shook his head.




  “Okay, well, if you need anything, let me know.” She could see his eyes in the rearview mirror.




  He nodded this time, then bit his lip. “Are we going to find my mom today?”




  “Not today, T. Roy. Problem is we don’t know exactly where she is. It’s going to take some sleuthing to find her. Do you know what sleuthing is?”




  He shook his head again.




  “Well, you know what a detective is, right?” She held his eyes in the rearview mirror. “Well, sleuthing is what they do. They gather clues and pieces of information and then solve the puzzle. I’m going to need you to be my assistant detective, okay?” She saw a glimmer of interest in his eyes.




  “Okay,” he said.




  They were quiet then for a few miles and she put her mind on the road ahead. Then he spoke again. “Where are we going now?”




  “We’re going to see my mom. I haven’t seen her in a long time, and she’s sick.”




  The boy was quiet a long moment and then he said, “Did she leave you when you were little?”




  Frankie looked into his eyes in the mirror. “Yes,” she said. “Not as little as you but yes, she left me.”




  “How old were you when she went away?”




  “Sixteen.”




  FRANKIE




  Fall 1984




  Frankie sat at the kitchen table. She had four pages of Latin homework to translate and the fight from her mother’s bedroom was all she could focus on, that same old battle. It was Sunday night and the start of Lola’s weekend and she was going out. The nights she didn’t work, she always went out. But Callie wasn’t allowed out with school the next day.




  “You can’t make me stay home!” Callie was shouting now. “You’re not even really my mother.” She stomped down the hall and into the kitchen. She wore a fuzzy pink sweater, a short black skirt, and patterned stockings. Her red hair was carefully curled, her face made up like a department store cosmetics clerk. It was all perfect and excessive. Callie, the teenage hooker, thought Frankie, then felt bad for her unkindness. Callie flounced into the chair across from Frankie.




  Frankie loved that word, flounced, but she’d never say it to her sister, who was already ashamed of Frankie’s love of books and her nerdy friends. She went back to her Latin, hoping the fight would soon blow over.




  A few minutes later, Lola came into the kitchen. Frankie saw that her mother was dressed much like Callie, although her thick blond hair was pinned up, her skirt was a little longer, and her boots had high heels.




  Lola didn’t look at the girls. Instead she went to the refrigerator, got a fresh pack of cigarettes from the carton in the vegetable bin, and took the vodka from the freezer. She poured herself a tall drink and put the vodka back. She moved slowly, deliberately, and Frankie’s gut clenched. This was what happened before a showdown. Frankie kept her eyes on the paper in front of her, but the words blurred in the tension.




  Lola brought the cigarettes, the drink, her lighter, and an ashtray to the table and sat down at the end. She removed the cellophane from the pack, thumped it four times on the table, then opened it and took one out. She lit the cigarette and carefully positioned the four objects in front of her.




  When Frankie looked up, her mother and her sister were staring at each other. Callie scowled but Lola had that indifferent, inscrutable expression on her face. Frankie tried to distract herself by thinking of the Latin origin of the word inscrutable but it didn’t work.




  “You can’t make me stay home,” Callie said again, although some of the fire was gone from her voice.




  “You’re right,” said Lola. “I can’t.”




  Callie looked at Lola with surprise.




  Lola drank from the glass. “You’re old enough to get in trouble, Callie, if that’s what you want. Old enough to fuck some guy.”




  The girls looked at each other. Their mother never used fuck in front of them.




  Lola sucked on the cigarette, blew the smoke out slowly, and spoke again. “Actually, you’re old enough to get pregnant. Old enough to have an abortion. Old enough to have a kid. Do I think that’s a good idea? No, I don’t. But hey.” She seemed to ponder the drink in her hand. Then she said, “You’re fourteen, Callie, and your hormones are running wild and you want to follow them wherever they lead. Chances are they are not going to lead you to some nice boy who will love you forever although you may think so. And even if they do, you probably won’t want him.” She took a hit off the cigarette. “Are you interested in bad boys?”




  “What?” Callie said slowly.




  “Just what I said. Is it a bad boy you’re going out to meet tonight?”




  Callie shrugged. “I guess.”




  Lola nodded. “So what do you want, Callie?”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Just what I said,” she repeated. “What do you want?”




  “I want to go out tonight and I want to come back when I want to.”




  Lola seemed to think about that for a few seconds. Then she nodded. “Okay.”




  “You mean it?” said Callie.




  “Sure. What else do you want?”




  “What are you doing, Mom?” Frankie said. This was all going fast, going wrong.




  “Stay out of this, Frankie. This isn’t about you,” said Lola. “I’m waiting for an answer, Callie. I’d like to get this settled.” There wasn’t any anger in her mother’s voice, just a cool, objective tone that made Frankie feel sick.




  “I want to go out any night I feel like it and come home when I want.”




  Again Lola seemed to think about it. “Okay. What else?”




  “I want to do my homework when I feel like it.”




  “Deal.”




  “I want my own phone in my room.”




  “That’s fine but you have to pay for it. What else?”




  “I want more allowance.”




  “No,” said Lola. “You want more money, you get a job. Just like you’ll pay for the phone.”




  The doorbell rang. Lola got up. As she passed Callie, she pressed her hand on the girl’s shoulder and said, “Stay put. It’s my turn to say what I want—and what I don’t want. I’ll be right back.”




  They heard a low murmur of voices and then the front door closed and Lola came back and sat down.




  “You’ll get a C average until you graduate. It may not seem that I think school is important but I do. But if you don’t get a C average, then you drop out and work.” Lola looked at Callie and waited.




  “Okay,” Callie said.




  “Are you on birth control?”




  Callie hesitated, then shook her head.




  “I don’t work tomorrow,” said Lola, “so after school we’ll go to Planned Parenthood and get you set up.”




  “I have cheerleading tomorrow.”




  “No. Tomorrow you don’t. Tomorrow you’ll be home by 3:30 and we’ll go. Do you want to go, too, Frankie?”




  Frankie shook her head.




  Lola shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She looked at Callie. “Do you know why I said yes to all these things?”




  “No,” said Callie.




  “Because this is not a prison and I am not the warden. Some parents are wardens and I’m not one of them. And I don’t want to fight about this with you anymore. What I am is smart enough to know that I can’t stop you from doing what you’re going to do. Nobody could stop me.”




  Callie grinned at her but Lola shook her head. “This isn’t a game. Life gets serious really quick when you get old enough to have sex. Men can hurt you. They can break your jaw or your arm as well as your heart. You need to always have a way out. That’s why drugs are such a bad idea. Drugs make getting out impossible. Stay away from drugs. And don’t get pregnant. When you’re pregnant, there’s no way out, no way at all. I know. I’ve been there. You hear me?”




  Callie nodded, the grin gone from her face.




  The doorbell rang again and Lola got up. She touched Callie’s shoulder again and they listened to her heels clicking down the hallway and then the door closing behind her.




  Callie looked at Frankie, her eyes gleeful, and went out to the hall where the phone was. Frankie heard her sister say, “It’s cool. Come get me.” And then the house was empty and Frankie set her heavy heart on the table next to her Latin book and went back to her studies.




  Spring 1985




  The house was quiet when she came home, the only sign of her mother the perfume and cigarette smoke that always trailed after her. Frankie put her books in the bedroom she and Callie shared, made two slices of peanut butter toast, and turned on General Hospital. She was relieved to see that she had only missed the first scene, the recap of the latest scandal that had rained down on the residents of Port Charles. Five days a week, this was her ritual.




  The phone rang but she let it go. It would be some man for Lola or one of Callie’s cheerleader friends. Only Roxie called Frankie and each day they talked at 4:05, right after GH so they could compare notes. When the commercials came on, Frankie got up and left the room. She didn’t want to know any more about diapers or kids’ cereal than she already did. So she made more toast or looked through the mail or checked the fridge and the cupboards to see what she could make for dinner.




  There were usually leftovers from Lola’s dinner shifts at the Hilton if she remembered to bring something home. Then they had steak Diane or pork chops with stuffing or some salmon or chicken dish with strange-tasting sauces. And baked potatoes. Sometimes Lola brought home a dozen baked potatoes at a time, and Frankie had become a master at toppings. Baked beans, chili, frozen vegetables, and sour cream. And apples on the side. Always sliced apples. Frankie worried about their health. She was afraid they’d get scurvy or rickets or cancer, things she’d read about in the encyclopedia at the library. So she made sure they bought orange juice and apples, even when there was little else.




  Tonight there was little else. She found a pound of hamburger in the freezer. She set it in a bowl and set that bowl in a bigger bowl of water, like she’d learned at the farm. There were two cans of vegetable soup. Callie would be delighted. Camp stew was one of her favorites. Frankie heard the GH theme song come on and she went back to the living room for the final scenes and to wait for Roxie to call.




  At five, the doorbell rang. Frankie was scraping the thawed meat off the frozen chunk and putting it in the big frying pan. She felt a surge of annoyance. Callie and her keys. Shaking her head, she went to the door. But it wasn’t her sister.




  The man had been looking out at the street and now he turned back to look at her. He didn’t say anything, just looked at her. She didn’t feel afraid; she just felt examined, so she examined him back. Tall. Thick gray hair. Gray eyes. He looked old but he wore jeans and a t-shirt and a leather jacket. Not old-man clothes. And there was something else, something comfortable that she recognized.




  “Frances,” he said.




  She nodded, still wary but not afraid.




  He smiled and there it was again, that something comfortable. “I’m John Blalock.”




  The name meant nothing to her.




  He tried again. “I lived with you at Eiderdown and at Calliope before that. With you and your mom and Dewey and Snow.”




  At the mention of Dewey, something passed through her but she said nothing.




  “I’m Callie’s father,” he said finally. And he smiled again. “Can I come in?”




  She hesitated, then shook her head. “I don’t remember you. And we don’t let strangers into the house.”




  “Fair enough,” he said. “Could we sit here on the porch and talk for a minute?”




  “Okay,” she said. “Just a minute.” She closed the door on him, grabbed her jacket, and turned off the stove. All the while she was thinking that Roxie would never believe any of this. It was just like something on GH.




  They sat together on the cold concrete steps of the little porch. He had been living in Alaska, he said, working on fishing boats in the summer. He told her some of his adventures and it sounded exciting and exotic to Frankie.




  “What do you do in the winter? Isn’t there snow all the time?”




  “There is. But I go to college.”




  “Aren’t you too old for college?”




  He laughed and the sound of it opened a little window in her. “No, anybody can go to college. But I guess I am a lot older than most of the students. How old do I look to you?”




  Frankie thought for a moment. “Fifty?”




  “Wow! Do I look that old?”




  She nodded, felt embarrassed.




  “I’m your mom’s age.”




  She felt even more embarrassed. “I’m sorry . . . I don’t . . .”




  “Hey, no problem. Gray hair, right? Tough Alaska skin.” He rubbed his hand across his leathered jaw. He was quiet a moment and then he said, “Does Callie live here with you?”




  “Yes, of course. She’s my sister.”




  “Does she ever talk about me?”




  He looked very sad and Frankie felt sorry for him. She wanted to lie and say yes to make him feel better, but she couldn’t. “Not really,” she said.




  “She’s forgotten me.”




  “I guess.”




  “Will she be home soon?”




  “I don’t know. She has things after school.”




  He nodded, then looked at his watch. “I’ve got to go. I have an appointment downtown. When is your mom here? I want to come by and see her.”




  “She works different hours different days. Can she call you?”




  He thought for a moment and then took out a piece of paper and a pencil from his jacket pocket and wrote a number down. “She can leave me a message here.” He stood up. “It’s good to see you, Frances. You’ve turned out fine.”




  Frankie blushed, then said, “Frankie. Nobody calls me Frances anymore.”




  “Frankie, then. See you later, Frankie.” And he went down the steps and got in a Jeep that she noticed for the first time. She went inside to phone Roxie.




  Frankie was reading in bed when she heard her mother come in. It was just past midnight. From the quiet, she assumed Lola was alone. Callie slept the sleep of the dead in the twin bed up against the far wall, her head buried under the pillow.




  Frankie went down the hall to the kitchen. Her mother was putting food away in the refrigerator. There was a lot of it and Frankie was glad. The tip jar was out too and on the table was a thick stack of bills and a big scattering of coins. It had been a good night and her mother would be in a good mood.




  “Hey there,” said Lola. “What are you doing up? Isn’t there school tomorrow?”




  “Yeah, there is.”




  “Is something wrong? Do you need some warm milk or cocoa or something?” Lola pulled out the gallon of vodka from the freezer and filled a tall glass half-full. Then she sat down at the table, lit a cigarette, and started separating the bills.




  Frankie stood in the doorway a moment, then sat down, too. She’d been excited all evening. Excited to tell Roxie about the man’s visit. Roxie had squealed in delight at the drama. Excited about keeping the news from Callie, who she decided shouldn’t know until Lola did. Excited about what this all might mean. But now all that excitement had suddenly leaked away, and she felt afraid of her mother and her closed face and her indifference to just about everything.




  “What’s up, Frankie?” The bills were in neat stacks of ones and fives, and she had moved on to the coins.




  “A man came to the door this afternoon. He said he had been at Eiderdown with us. He knew you and Dewey and Snow. And he said he was John Blalock and that he was Callie’s dad.”




  Lola looked up. Frankie couldn’t read the expression on her mother’s face, but she knew it wasn’t happiness or excitement or even curiosity.




  “What did he look like?”




  “Tall, gray hair. He looked old, Mom, though he said he was the same age as you.”




  “Did you let him in?”




  “No. You told us not to. We talked out on the porch.”




  Lola nodded and stubbed out the cigarette. “What else did he say?”




  “That he’d been living in Alaska, working on fishing boats and going to college.”




  Her mother gave a small humph sound that Frankie knew only too well meant disgust and disappointment.




  “Who is he, Mom?”




  Lola said nothing for a moment. She took a big sip of the vodka, then twisted the glass this way and that on the Formica table.




  “He was Cassie’s husband.”




  Frankie felt a small, old longing rise up in her chest at the name. She didn’t remember much of Cassie, although there was a red-haired woman with a sweet voice that came sometimes in her dreams. And because it made Lola so sad, there were no photos and they never talked about Cassie to each other so the memories had grown dimmer and dimmer.




  “Is he Callie’s dad?”




  “Yes.”




  “Is he my dad, too?”




  “No.”




  “Why didn’t he move with us to the Landing?”




  “You’ll have to ask him that.” Lola finished the vodka and lit another cigarette. “What did he want?”




  “He wants to see you. And I guess he wants to see Callie. He left this phone number for you, said you could leave a message for him there.” She handed her mother the paper. Lola put it on the table without looking at it.




  “What’s going to happen? Is Callie going to leave us and go with her dad?”




  “No, don’t be silly.” Lola shook her head but her expression remained indecipherable. “I’ll take care of this. Nothing for you to be concerned about. Did you say anything to Callie about this?”




  “No.”




  “Smart girl. Go on up to bed now. And Frankie?”




  She stopped and turned in the doorway.




  “You know how you go weird? Don’t go all weird about this.”




  Frankie nodded and went up to bed. But she didn’t close the bedroom door, and a few minutes later, she heard her mother come out to the hall to the phone. Frankie left her bed and crept to the door, staying out of sight.




  “I’m looking for John Blalock,” she heard her mother say.




  And then, “I’m fine, John.” Her mother sounded weary, disgusted, familiar. “What do you want?”




  And then, “That’s not a good idea.”




  Then a silence. Then, “It’s been nine years. She’s forgotten you.”




  And then, “Yes, she’s forgotten Cassie, too.”




  Then another silence. “You left us. I saved your daughter. Twice, actually. She needed you. Frances needed you. I needed you. But you couldn’t be bothered. So we made our own way without you.”




  Frankie listened to the anger and ice in her mother’s voice. It made her sad. For her. For them.




  Another silence, a briefer one. Then, “Go back to Alaska, John. Leave my daughters alone.”




  And then, “No, she’s my daughter now, and that’s your doing.”




  And finally, “You want to do something for Callie? Send us money from Alaska. You obviously know the address. Goodbye, John.”




  She heard her mother hang up and go back into the kitchen. Then she heard the freezer door open and close. Frankie went to bed and she knew she couldn’t tell Callie any of this. She couldn’t talk about it with Lola, and Dewey and Snow had moved their family to Montana. She lay awake a long time with a longing in her chest for something she couldn’t remember.




  March 1986




  “Who do you know named Blalock in Juneau?” Callie came into the living room and put her books down on the sofa.




  Frankie was watching GH. “What are you doing home? It’s Friday. Don’t you have a game tonight?”




  “Yes, but it’s away and for some weird reason, the buses aren’t going and we have to drive there on our own, so Hank is coming to get me at six. Who’s this letter from?” She handed Frankie the envelope, who glanced at it and laid it on the coffee table.




  “A friend of Mom’s.” As soon as Frankie said it, she regretted it.




  “So why is it addressed to you?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “Maybe she knows where Mom is. Open it. Let’s see.”




  “No, I’ll open it later. I’m busy.” She gestured toward the TV.




  “Oh, come on. Open it.” Callie moved toward the table, but Frankie picked it up and put it in her pocket.




  “Frankiiiiiie!”




  Frankie shook her head. “Do you need something to eat before the game? Can I fix you something?”




  “No. I’m going to go take a shower.” Her sister headed out of the room and said over her shoulder, “And I’m not going to forget about that letter.”




  Lola had left them just after school started in the fall. Frankie had come home to a note on the kitchen table and four hundred dollars in cash. I’ll be travelling for a while, said the note. Take good care of your sister. Lola.




  Her mother’s makeup was gone from the bathroom. Her curling iron. About half of her clothes. No cigarettes in the fridge, no vodka in the freezer.




  Callie waited three days and then moved into Lola’s room.




  At first Frankie found it strange to sleep alone in a room. There had always been someone there in the night. And she had grown used to reading until Callie came in and was safe. Now she gave that up and worried herself to sleep. On October 1, she called the landlord to say her mother was traveling on business and the rent would be late, but Mr. Maharis told her he had received a check from Lola. Then every couple of weeks, an envelope arrived with two hundred dollars and no return address. Frankie had called Lola’s boss at the Hilton and asked for a job and now she waitressed Saturday lunch and dinner and Sunday lunch. So they had money for the phone and the electric bill and food. Frankie made Callie earn her own money for cheerleading and clothes and makeup and the phone in her room. Callie was pissed but seemed to have enough. Frankie had no idea where it came from, as Callie didn’t have a job that she knew about, but she couldn’t worry about that, too.




  When a month went by and they had no word from Lola, Frankie wrote to Dewey. He called in the evening three days later. Frankie relaxed into the sound of his familiar voice, his gentle listening that had made her mother’s moods bearable when she was a child. She told him how they were managing and what she was doing to make it work. She didn’t tell him about the nights Callie didn’t come home or the arguments they had when she wanted some boy to stay over. It was one thing Frankie held firm—the house was hers.




  “I miss you, Dewey. And Snow and Bliss and Tim. I wish we still lived on the farm.”




  “We miss you, too, Frankie. We want you to come and stay with us, you and Callie. I’ll send you bus fare. You two can go to school here. I know it would be hard to leave your friends but we’d be here for you. We’d be a family again.” He paused a moment. “Did you know we wanted you all to come to Montana with us?”




  “No. Lola didn’t tell us.” She tried to keep the resentment from her voice.




  “Well, we did. And we want you to come now.”




  Frankie paused. “I don’t know. I don’t think Callie will do it.”




  “Well, you talk it over with her. I’ll send the bus fare just the same. Are you still at the same address?”




  “Yes. I miss you,” she said again.




  “We love you, Frankie. Come live with us.” He hung up and she burst into tears.




  She talked to Callie the next day and the day after that and the day after that, but her sister was adamant. “Stop talking about this, Frankie. I’m not going. Dewey’s not going to let me live the way I want. I just know it. I’m happy here. I like school and cheerleading and I love my friends and I love Hank and I don’t want to move. And what about when Mom comes back? If we move, how will she find us? Did you think about that?”




  Of course she had. She’d worked it all out. But she saw that the dream of moving to Montana, of being a family again with Dewey and Snow, was just that—a dream. And it wasn’t going to happen. She couldn’t leave Callie. So when the money for the bus came, she sent it back, saying they couldn’t come, they couldn’t leave school, they would wait for Lola. And Dewey sent the money back and said use it for whatever they needed. Each month after that they received a little something from him, sometimes with a note from Snow or a funny card, and on those days she didn’t feel so alone.




  Now Lola had been gone six months and they had their routines. Frankie was focused on finishing her senior year and waiting to see if she would go to college. Mrs. Shepard, her Latin teacher, and Mr. Schecter, her guidance counselor, had helped her apply for scholarships since she had the grades and the test scores to get a full ride. At the same time, no one at school knew the girls were on their own. She and Callie covered for each other, making excuses for Lola’s absence at school appointments, saying she traveled for work. The sisters were determined to stay out of the child welfare system. They’d learned that on the farm. No matter what happens, you don’t put a kid into the system.




  Callie came into the living room, her hair wet from the shower. She was drinking a chocolate Slimfast and she sat down in the rocker and rocked and sipped. Frankie no longer argued with her about what she ate. Lola had been right; Callie was going to do what she was going to do. Frankie could only take care of herself.




  “You read that letter yet?”




  Frankie shook her head.




  “Why not?”




  “Because I’m watching GH—as you can see. I like to do one thing at a time.”




  “You’re so weird, Frankie. You know that?”




  “So you tell me.”




  Callie gave that humph that she’d learned from Lola. “I won’t be back until tomorrow.”




  Frankie could feel Callie looking at her, waiting for her response, maybe hoping to pick a fight. And suddenly she was tired of protecting Callie from everything and getting no respect or thanks for it. She took the envelope out of her pocket and handed it to her sister.




  Truth was she had already opened the card, had picked up the check and the wedding photograph that fell onto the carpet, had recognized the faces, had read the words. There weren’t that many: Dear Frankie and Callie. Lola and I were married at Christmas. We hope you’ll come and visit this summer. Here is our wedding gift to you. Your father, John. And Lola’s scrawl at the bottom: Happy New Year! Lola.




  Now Callie read the words, looked at the picture. “What is this? Some kind of joke?” For just a second, she looked like she had as a kid when someone was playing a trick on her. Her face was open, vulnerable.




  Frankie felt sad for her. “I don’t think so,” she said.




  “Who is this guy and why does he sign it ‘your father’?”




  “Because he is, Callie. He’s your father.”




  “You mean like the sperm guy?”




  “Yes.”




  “I thought I didn’t have a father.”




  “Everybody has a father, Callie.”




  “I know that. But why don’t I know him?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “But you do know something.” Callie was angry. “You better tell me what you know and right now, Frankie.”




  Frankie didn’t want to do this now. She wanted to finish GH and the big event that always happened just before the end of the show on Friday and then talk to Roxie about it and about the letter. She didn’t want to deal with Callie, but it was too late for that. The cat was not only out of the bag, but running wild through the house, as Snow had told her once.




  Callie stopped rocking. “How do you know he’s my father?”




  “I just know, okay?”




  “No, it’s not okay. And what’s he doing with Lola?”




  “I don’t know,” said Frankie. “I thought she didn’t trust him.”




  “Well, clearly, she trusts him enough to marry him.” Mascara and tears were running down Callie’s cheeks. “This is fucked up, Frankie! I’m so mad, I could spit.”




  Frankie didn’t know what to say so she said nothing and Callie cried a little more and then sniffled and blew her nose with a loud honk. The doorbell rang. She blew her nose again and the doorbell rang a second time. The girls burst out laughing. “Hank,” they said in the same breath.




  “You look like a raccoon, Callie.”




  “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”




  “Go clean up and I’ll let Hank in. We can talk about this tomorrow.”




  “I don’t want to talk about it again,” said Callie and an ugly look crossed her face. “She’s got somebody else now, somebody that should belong to me. She doesn’t need us and I don’t need her. She isn’t my mother anyway. I’m through with her.” She tore the card and photo into tiny pieces before Frankie could stop her. “I’m through with both of them. And you’d better be through with them, too.” She stomped out and disappeared down the hall.




  Frankie thought about warning Hank. He was a gentle guy and how he handled Callie’s moods, she didn’t know. But it all seemed too complicated to explain, and so she said nothing. That was her way.




  Spring 1990




  When Frankie unlocked the door, the two boys were right there to greet her, their tails in the air. Maurie chirped and purred loudly. Dwindle held back as always. She dumped her purse and the graduation program onto the desk, put the zip-bag of food she’d pilfered from the tea table into the fridge, and then sat down on the daybed to pet them. They crowded around, wandering on and off her lap, Dwindle bumping his head into her hand, into her chin when she leaned toward him, Maurie plopping down next to her, his front paws on her thigh.




  It had been a good day. The sun had come out after weeks of rain. The speaker, a former state poet laureate, had been inspiring, making them laugh, making them hopeful. She had met her friends’ families, their boyfriends from home. There had been a lot of teasing and picture-taking. It was a real celebration. And when she walked across the stage to get her diploma, her friends had cheered and hooted and made her blush. But then it was over. And although Tildie’s parents invited her to dinner, she said no, said she had other plans, and she’d headed home on the bus.




  She’d moved to the little apartment in John’s Landing in the spring of her first year. After Callie took off. After Lola stopped paying the rent. She’d gone to meet the landlord of the house in Southeast, Mr. Maharis, and asked him to help her find something smaller, something midway between campus and downtown now that her mother and sister had moved away. He didn’t ask any questions, just took her to see several places he had near the campus, then got his sons to help her move.




  She got by. Her social work scholarship paid her tuition. Mr. Schecter had helped her get that and the Rotary scholarship, which gave her some book money. She also had a work-study stipend and she still worked weekends and vacations and summers at the Hilton, where the pay was small but the tips often huge and she got fed and took food home.




  She’d been mostly relieved when her sister left. Callie had not stopped being angry with Lola and John Blalock, whom she refused to acknowledge as her father, and she took out that anger on Frankie. She demanded her half of the money that had come with the wedding card, even though Frankie said they needed it for bills. In the end, to stop the nagging and badgering, Frankie wrote her a check for it. She found out later from Hank that Callie had spent it on cocaine. Callie slept late, she stopped doing any of the chores they had divided between them, she stayed out all night more and more. But mostly she turned mean. She criticized everything about her sister—her clothes, her hair, her delight in GH, her friend Roxie.




  And then one day in February, Frankie came home from class and found Callie in a fury. She stood in the doorway and watched her sister throw clothes into a large backpack that she hadn’t seen before. Callie looked up at her but went on packing.




  “What’s happened?” Frankie said finally. She could see what Callie was doing and she didn’t know how to stop it.




  “I’m out of here, that’s what’s happening. I’ve had it with this place and its petty minds.”




  “Where are you going? Do you have a plan?”




  “No, I don’t have a plan. Geez, Frankie, not everybody has to have a plan. I have dreams. And those dreams aren’t going to happen in this dump.” She went on putting jeans and t-shirts in the backpack.




  “You’re only sixteen. Are you sure you want to be on your own?”




  “Stop trying to be my mother, Frankie. Besides, Lola went out on her own when she was my age.”




  “Well, she was actually seventeen.”




  “Big difference.” She went into the bathroom and came back juggling her makeup kit and hairbrush and curling iron and hair dryer.




  Frankie looked at her watch. She’d recently gotten a Friday night shift at the Hilton and she needed to change and get the bus. Then she said, “Do you have any money?”




  Callie tried to stuff the hair dryer in the bag and then threw it and the curling iron on the bed in disgust. “Why? Do you want to give me some?” She looked over at Frankie.




  Frankie said nothing. She wanted to cry, she wanted to beg her sister to stay. She wanted Lola to come back and take care of things. She wanted Dewey to fix it. She wanted something she had no name for. And so she pushed it all down and said, “Is somebody taking you?”




  Callie opened her mouth and then closed it again. She zipped up the backpack and hefted it on to her shoulder. Frankie went to her room then and took the plastic bag from her secret place and counted out twenty five-dollar bills and put them in a small burlap bag that had come with pencils in it. She found Callie at the front door and handed her the money.




  “Don’t just disappear, Callie. Please. Call me or write me. I love you. That won’t stop.”




  For just a minute, Frankie saw the Callie from their early days and she thought maybe her sister might hug her, but a horn honked and Callie turned and went out and closed the door behind her. There was nothing for Frankie to do but put on her uniform and go to work.




  Later that night, she had come home to find Hank on the porch. And he told her how Callie had been dropped from cheerleading weeks before because she came to practice drunk and how she broke up with him for no reason and when he pushed her about it, Callie told him she’d been sleeping with his dad and they were going to run away together. Now his dad was gone and his mother had locked herself in her room and Hank didn’t know what to do. Frankie listened and let him sleep on the couch until late the next morning when she had to go and work the lunch shift.




  Soon after that, she moved to the apartment and her world became the college and studies and work. Roxie had moved to Ashland for school and was out of her daily life. When asked about her family, Frankie said they lived out of state and couldn’t afford to visit her and people never asked again.




  Now Dwindle and Maurie had gone to sleep in her lap, and she didn’t care that it was her one good dress and they’d get cat hair on it. She petted them and loved on them and kept away from the ache in her heart that had been there all through graduation with no one of her own to celebrate with her.




  She’d sent out three announcements. One to Roxie, who had sent her one back. One to Dewey and Snow, who had sent a card and a check of congratulations. And one to the address in Juneau that had been on the wedding gift check, but there was no reply. She had no way to reach Callie. There had been no word from her, and Hank’s dad had come back alone from Seattle a few weeks after they left. If she was still there, Frankie didn’t know where.




  She looked at the clock. Just past five. There was a long evening ahead. She was sorry she hadn’t planned to work tonight. She needed the money. While she had a paid internship with Child Protective Services coming up, it didn’t start until September and somehow she had to cover her expenses for the summer. She’d have to look for another part-time job. Maybe Mr. Maharis needed someone in his rental business. The thought made her weary.




  She picked the cats up gently and set them down and went to take a shower. Then she put on her pajamas and fixed herself a cup of tea and a plate of the hors-d’oeuvres and cookies from the commencement reception and settled down with an Anne Tyler novel that had just come in at the library. She was about fifteen pages in when the doorbell rang.




  “Mr. Schecter.”




  “Hi, Frankie. Congratulations!” He handed her the yellow roses and daisies in his hand. “I wasn’t sure I’d find you home. Thought you might be out celebrating with friends. Hey, are you sick?”




  “No, why?”




  He pointed to her pajamas.




  “No,” she said. “I just like to hang out in them.”
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