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For my late father, Eugene Tyler: I’m writing for the two of us.


And Long Live the Queen, the late June Hollins: I’m dancing for the two of us.




“All things made to be destroyed, all moments meant to pass.”


—Against Me!


“This is my neighborhood, this is where I come from.”


—Living Colour





1—STACY, 1960


The moment I learned about the power of place and the world beyond home, I was crouching on the cement curb in front of our house on Arbor Circle. My older brother Matt and his friend Bobby and I were playing a favorite game—Diamonds in the Dirt—which consisted of sifting around in the gritty, sandy residue on the edge of the street looking for tiny bits of broken glass. It drove our mother nuts. I’d brought my favorite “diamond” to my first kindergarten show-and-tell just a couple of weeks before, and when Mom found out, we’d been told our pastime was unacceptable.


Matt had found a loophole, however. Instead of broken glass (“It’s a miracle you kids haven’t bled to death!” was Mom’s objection), we were finding pebbles and throwing them down a small round opening in the manhole cover near the foot of our driveway. I wasn’t allowed in the street (part of the reason the gutter games held such fascination), so I was scrounging rocks for the boys to drop. They were trying to hear a “splash,” believing that a river of raw sewage coursed under our feet.


We heard a car engine rounding the Circle, and the boys jumped out of the way. Normally Circle kids played in the street with a freedom envied by our neighbors on Elm, a main thoroughfare. Hardly anyone drove on our street except our parents and the garbage truck. And nobody ever drove very fast. Yet this car (a black Volkswagen Beetle) whooshed by so quickly the boys barely got out of the road in time. Its windows were open to the warm September afternoon, and the radio was playing Bobby Rydell’s “Wild One.” It left a cloud of exhaust in our faces—and yet it all seemed to happen in slow motion. I remember the face of the boy driving: his sunglasses, his grin. I remember, too, how the girl in the passenger seat was sort of shrieking, trying to pull a silk scarf over her sprayed-up blond hair.


The car’s brakes squealed as it rounded the corner to Elm, blowing past the stop sign. I was too stunned even to punch Matt in the arm the way we always did when we saw a “punch buggy.”


“Matthew John and Anastasia Louise, get out of that street!” our mother yelled from the front porch. She was always hovering, always on patrol to catch us up to no good. “Either come inside or go in the backyard right now. You’re lucky those racers didn’t run you over.”


“Can I go to Bobby’s?” Matt asked, deftly deflecting her tirade.


“Be back for dinner and stay out of the street,” Mom replied before going back in the house.


The boys headed around the Circle. Not ready to go inside, I went to the backyard swing set, my favorite place to ponder things.


Our house was on the exterior side of the Circle, the address with the second-most cachet in our subdivision, Arboria Park. Even at age five I was aware of this because of its importance to my mother. The front of the house overlooked the few homes on the Circle, as well as Elm. In the back, meanwhile, parts of three streets were visible, with long rows of nearly identical ranches marching up the block. Despite the development’s name, there weren’t many mature trees, so nothing broke up the monotony. “Like army barracks,” my dad said, winking at us one evening as we sat outside on the back stoop.


“What’s army barracks?” Matt asked, but before Dad could answer Mom yelled out the window, “Tom! Don’t tell them things like that!”


She was always spying on everybody, even Dad.


I did my own spying on the houses, too, though—seeing who was doing what. My world had only recently expanded from our yard, after all. I now rode the school bus to kindergarten every morning and back home at noon. Before that my paths had been predictable and well-trodden. I went to the Arbor Shopping Center with Mom to buy groceries at A&P, or rode in the back of the station wagon to church on Sundays. Sometimes we visited relatives out of town or went to the beach or for a “Sunday drive” out to Amish country to look at horses and cows. But that was it. At five, I was just beginning to see beyond these rows of houses.


I settled on the swing and pumped my legs lazily, thinking about what I’d just witnessed. Somehow, seeing that car speeding around the Circle felt just like riding the bus for the first time, or going to the state fair with the Franchesinis from down the block. It was a glimpse of a world beyond my limits and even my imagination. Nobody—not Dad, not Mr. Franchesini, and not Mr. Brooks—ever drove a car that fast. And now there were “racers” on our street. Were they like the racecars Dad and my brothers watched on TV sometimes? The VW bug didn’t look like those, and on TV there were no girls riding shotgun. And another thought: If the VW had been racing, where were the other cars it was racing against?


Just the day before, Mom had been out front talking to Mrs. Brooks from next door. I stood nearby, hoping to get Mom’s attention, because I could hear the bell of the “Popsicle man” in the distance. As I strained my ears to determine if the Popsicle truck was heading up Elm toward us or away toward Mimosa, I heard Mrs. Brooks say something about “those racers.” That got my attention.


“Every weekend,” she said, drawing on her cigarette. “At the shopping center. Around the parking lot, and some of them take off down Beech to get to Cobbs Road. It’s disgraceful.”


“They’ll kill themselves or someone else,” Mom agreed. She could bring death or dismemberment into any conversation. “Someone should do something about it.”


“They’re setting a terrible example for the teenagers. Danny asked me yesterday if he could race when he gets his license. You bet I gave him the devil!”


I must have made a noise, because Mom finally noticed me. “Stacy, please go inside. Mrs. Brooks and I are talking. Go on.” She gently pushed me away.


So now I’d actually seen one of those racers. I wondered if they won prizes, or if it was like my older sister Mary Catherine’s favorite movie, Rebel Without a Cause. I was too young to see it, but she’d described it in endless detail in our room after we’d gone to bed.


Mary was nine years older than me, and in her freshman year of high school. A teenager. Teenagers had it all. They bought 45 records and went to dances and to the Soda Spot up on the Avenue, like in an Archie comic book. The girls, like Edna Sparks and Cindy Vanderwende who walked around our neighborhood tossing their ponytails and leaning on cars to talk to boys, got to wear lipstick and penny loafers, too. Being a teenager seemed like the coolest thing in the world, even better than being a grownup and having your own house and dishes to play with. Mom and her friends never seemed to enjoy that as much as I thought they should, but teenagers always looked like they were having fun. And Mary was on the cusp of it all. She could go to the Soda Spot with her girlfriends until somebody’s dad picked them up, and to the movies on weekend nights. And I knew how much she was looking forward to the fall dance at school.


I worked a little harder now, trying to gain altitude, enjoying the sound of the air rushing past me as I picked up speed.


Mary had given me her pencil case after the zipper broke and she got a new one. It had a cartoonish picture on it of a girl with a blond ponytail lying on her stomach, her feet crossed behind her head, writing in a notebook and talking on the telephone at the same time. That was what I wanted my life to be like.


Yet these racers weren’t teens, according to Mrs. Brooks—and yet they weren’t grownups, either, at least not the kind I knew. So there must be a different kind.


Either way, one puzzle piece had fallen into place that afternoon: a connection between Arboria Park and real life. And I found that exciting. It meant that not everybody in these houses was the same.


I looked out at our neighbors’ houses as I swung higher and higher. Until now, I had assumed that the people I didn’t know in the houses around ours were just like the ones I did know. Lots of families like us, many of them Catholic. Fathers who worked at the Air Force base or the Fine Foods plant. Moms like mine, who gossiped over fences and yelled at kids. But now I wasn’t so sure. There could be racers, or who knows what else, in some of these houses.


I heard Dad’s car drive up and the door slam. Through the open kitchen window, his voice mingled with Mom’s, accompanied by the clattering of pots and pans. I heard “gutter again” and “talk to them.” Then the back door opened, and Dad sat down on the stoop, holding a can of Budweiser.


I ran over and threw myself into him. He hugged me close and said, “Hey, sweetheart. How was school?”


Dad was slender and had a sandy crew cut. He worked at the phone company and usually wore a short-sleeved dress shirt and a tie, and his shirt pocket always contained a pencil and a folding ruler and sometimes bits of wire. Today he had on his company jacket, with his name on the pocket.


I nuzzled up against him. He always smelled of tobacco smoke and aftershave, which I found comforting. “It’s not school, it’s kindergarten,” I said. “We made paintings, but I forgot mine.”


“You can bring it home tomorrow.” He examined the small garden patch next to the cement steps. “Last of the tomatoes here. Fall’s a-coming, even if it doesn’t feel like it yet.”


The front door slammed so loud it made the back one rattle.


“Tommy! Wash your hands and go find your brother and sister,” Mom called out. “We’re eating in fifteen minutes.”


“They’re coming,” Tommy hollered back. He was eleven and could roam the entire neighborhood as much as he wanted. Matt was eight and could cross the street. Suddenly I was aware of everybody else’s freedom and my lack of it.


The door opened again and I heard my sister’s voice. “Mom! Linda Jean just got one of those sweaters from Sears, a red one, and she says they’re on sale . . .”


“Set the table, Mary Catherine. We’ll see when you get your allowance this weekend.”


There were more sounds of plates and silverware and Tommy talking about a football game and Matt coming in and being told to wash his hands. My dad sipped his beer and leaned over to pick a tomato.


“Daddy, are the racers going to be on our street now?”


My dad knew everything. He’d be able to explain it all.


“Tom!” Mom yelled out the window. “You’re supposed to tell her and Matthew to stay out of the street.”


Dad looked up at the window and then back down at me and smiled. “Stay out of the street, sweetheart. There are a lot of new people in this neighborhood who don’t know how to behave. Stay in the yard, where it’s safe.”


“Okay,” I agreed, because he said so, but I was waiting impatiently for the day I didn’t have to be safe. The day I could cross the street and walk down Elm, even go all the way to the shopping center to watch people race cars if I wanted. It seemed so far away. And until that afternoon, it had never seemed so important.





2—1963


By the time I was eight, my wanderlust was growing in tandem with my knowledge of local geography. I had a bicycle to ride around the neighborhood, and after a few attempts to limit me to the Circle and one block of Elm my parents gave up and expanded my territory. Being the youngest had some perks. The others had been allowed to wander around and nobody had died (not even Matt, the family “daredevil”), so I got the benefit of the doubt. Still, I was limited to our side of Elm, the west side. No farther than Mimosa going south, and never busy Cobbs Road to the north.


There were ways around all this, of course. After all, why was Oak any more dangerous than Elm? How was one end of Mimosa different than the other? I made occasional forays around to find out. And once I became friends with Julie Gardner, my parents had to bend the rules a little more.


Julie lived on Elm between Mimosa and Birch. My parents liked her and her parents, and our mothers quickly tired of shuttling us back and forth, so we got permission to walk or ride straight to each other’s houses, no meandering. And of course Julie’s parents had their own rules for where she could go at her end of the neighborhood, so I got to see a fair swath of the development regularly.


My parents had moved to Arboria Park when Mom was expecting Matt. Before that they lived in a little rental house out in the country—because of a “housing shortage” after the war, Dad told us. I couldn’t really understand that, since some of the soldiers got killed during the war; there should have been more houses, not less. But anyway, Arboria Park got built in 1951, and like a lot of other people, my parents jumped at the chance to get a brand-new house.


The Park was in an “unincorporated” area outside of town, with Cobbs Road as the dividing line. Cobbs Road started (or ended, depending on how you looked at it) at “the Avenue,” which went north straight through town and south into the Arbor Shopping Center, which fronted on the dual highway. Most of the houses in Arboria Park were like ours: three-bedroom, boxy ranches. Details, like the size and shape of the windows, differed from street to street. Some houses (like ours) had porches; some had carports instead. Some had basements, some didn’t.


Julie’s house was like ours, except backwards. (You walked to the left to go to the bedrooms in her house, and in ours you walked to the right.) She had one brother and her own room to play in.


One fall Saturday, Julie and I were jumping rope on Donna Santorelli’s driveway—she lived on Birch—when her brother, Joey, and his friend Kenny rode up to the house on their bikes. Joey was in sixth grade, like Matt.


“We drank all the Kool-Aid already,” Donna taunted him. “Ha-ha.”


“Shut up,” he said.


It sounded just like our house.


The boys parked their bikes and headed for the backyard. Donna followed, obviously intent on annoying Joey some more. Julie and I trailed her.


“We’re going to the creek,” Joey announced. “You’re not supposed to go.”


“But I want to,” Donna whined.


Joey shrugged. “Suit yourself.”


We followed him through the yard, which wasn’t fenced, into another one on Willow. Willow started and ended on Birch, sort of a flattened half circle. Everybody called it the Crescent. The houses there were three-bedroom “split levels,” with dens. The ones on the south side backed up against some trees and a small creek.


Mom sometimes wished aloud that we lived in the Crescent. I could see why it would be nice (you could go upstairs to bed, like people on TV). Mom was friends with a lady who lived there, Mrs. Newsome. Mom would say, “She has a beau-ti-ful home,” lingering on each syllable. She talked like that about some of her friends who lived in town, too. As we crossed the street, I glanced down at Mrs. Newsome’s. I hoped she wouldn’t look out her window, recognize me, and call Mom.


The boys went through someone’s backyard and down to the edge of the creek. It wasn’t very deep. They crossed over it on some rocks.


“Stay over there,” Joey called to Donna. “We’re going in the woods near Old Lady Ramsey’s farm.”


The trees on the other side of the creek weren’t that thick. You could sort of see into a field. But to the right, they began to form a thicker grove. We watched the boys disappear into those trees.


“I want to see what’s there.” Julie stepped over on one of the rocks, then hopped to another one. “It’s easy. See?”


Donna and I followed. I missed one of the rocks and stepped in the water. It was cold. Donna fell and got her butt wet.


We could hear the boys up ahead. There was no real trail, but kids had made a rough path. The leaves were just turning colors, and the woods had an earthy scent.


“I heard people come down here to kiss,” Julie said.


“Who wants to kiss a boy anyway?” Donna said, making a face.


I knew I didn’t.


We caught up to the boys, who had rolled up their jeans and were splashing around, daring each other to stay in the cold water. Julie and Donna threw rocks in the water and pestered the boys some more, but I was intent on seeing where the creek went.


“Hey, shrimp, better not go down there,” Kenny yelled to me as I walked away. “That’s some serious woods.”


The girls had my back. They scampered after me, and Donna told the boys, “We’re exploring.”


“Go ahead, get lost,” Joey said. “Don’t come crying to me.”


With that challenge, we forged ahead. After a while, the path petered out, and we were facing away from the creek. All I could see were trees, and we couldn’t hear the boys.


“We’re not lost,” Donna said. “We just go back the way we came.”


So we turned around, but soon I had the feeling we weren’t where we were supposed to be. Shouldn’t we be back down near the creek again? We weren’t.


“Over here.” Julie had gone up ahead. “Here’s the path. See?”


It did seem to be a path—but it wasn’t the same one. We seemed to be heading even further away from the creek.


Eventually, we stepped out of the woods into a field. Seeing the house on the far side of the field, Donna gasped. “That’s Old Lady Ramsey’s. If we go past her house where those trees are, there’s the creek. But we have to be careful, ’cause Old Lady Ramsey’s a witch.”


“There’s no such thing,” Julie scoffed.


We dashed across the field to get to the trees along the creek. But I had to stop and look at the house as we went by. It needed paint, and two back porch rails were broken.


The door opened, and a woman came out. She didn’t look like a witch.


“You kids get out of here, or I’ll call the police and have you hauled away,” she shouted at us, shaking her fist.


Maybe not a witch, but she clearly meant business; she grabbed a shovel propped next to the door and waved it at us.


We ran straight into the shallow creek and splashed across; there were no rocks. Sneakers squishing, we raced back to Birch Street.


“We saw the witch!” Donna danced around. “And she didn’t get us!”


Joey and Kenny weren’t back yet.


“Maybe she got them,” Donna said, worried.


“They went the other way.” I pointed the opposite direction.


“She could fly on her broom and get them,” Donna said.


“She didn’t have a broom,” Julie said. “Just a shovel. You can’t ride a shovel.”


“Says you.” Donna ran into her house and slammed the door. Julie and I rolled our eyes at each other and headed back to her house.


Julie’s mom was in a tizzy. “Where have you been? Stacy, you were supposed to be home twenty minutes ago, and your mother has been calling. Mrs. Santorelli thought you-all had come back here. You know better than to wander off like that.” She looked down at our soggy Keds. “You were in the creek, weren’t you? You know you’re not supposed to be down there.” She went to the phone. “Stacy, I’m calling your mother to tell her I’m driving you home.”


I knew I’d be lucky if I was ever allowed off the Circle again. Still, it would make a fine story to tell Matt later.


Dad took me out on the back stoop and gave me the what-for when I got home. I was grounded, and Matt wasn’t even impressed when I told him. He said he and Tommy had been in the woods before and they’d never seen any old lady, witch or not.


My wings clipped, I sulked around for the rest of the week. Julie was being punished too, so we only saw each other on the bus and at school.


The following Saturday, I sat glumly on the porch step. Mary and Tommy were at the high school football game. Matt had gone off somewhere, no doubt doing something far worse than what I’d done. Mom was out shopping, and Dad was working in the backyard. I wasn’t hanging around him because I knew he was still mad at me.


Dad came around the side of the house and put his rake in the shed at the top of the driveway. “I’m finished now. What are you doing for the rest of the day, sweetheart?”


“NOTHING.” I stared out at the street. “I can’t go anywhere, and Julie can’t come here.”


“Well, let’s do something together, then,” Dad said. “Want to ride to the hardware store?”


I shrugged. At least it was away from the house, but it sure wasn’t interesting.


“I have a better idea.” Dad sat down on the step next to me. “How about you wait here while I clean up, and then we’ll take a walk.”


I was puzzled. “Where?”


“Here, in the neighborhood. I know you want to explore, so let’s do that.” He got up and opened the front door. “Let me wash my hands, and we’ll go.”


I felt a prickle of anticipation. The only times we went for a walk were at a state park or over at the lake, maybe to gather autumn leaves to press or look at the ducks or something. Once Matt snuck home a dead fish he found washed up at the lake.


Dad came out of the house and locked the door. “Where to?”


“Everywhere. Every street.”


Dad laughed. “That may be too tall an order, but let’s see where we end up.”


We walked up Elm, past some four-bedroom, L-shaped ranches clustered on the north end of the street. The families in these houses tended to have six or seven kids; the Vanderwendes had twelve. That seemed like a lot even for a four-bedroom house, but Stevie Vanderwende, who was in my class at school, said some of his brothers lived in the basement, and anyway they were so spread out that somebody usually got drafted in the Army or something just as each new baby came along. I once heard Dad say, “Well, looks like Butch and Peggy Vanderwende got Dutch Elm disease again,” and Mom hushed him up. Tommy told us later that meant they were expecting another baby.


We passed their house; Pete Vanderwende was raking leaves, and his sister Carol was chasing screaming brat Kippy up the driveway.


We turned left on Maple. “They built this section first,” Dad said. “When we first looked at it, the Circle was just a muddy field. We felt very lucky to get one of these houses. It’s a pretty street. Someday, when all the trees grow in some more, this will be a beautiful neighborhood.”


As we turned onto Cedar, I glanced at the two dead-end “courts” that jutted out on the west side into a big farm field that stretched between Cobbs Road and the creek. On Pine Court and Spruce Court, the houses were tall, skinny two-bedroom duplexes. They were all painted in the same Easter-egg colors: pink, yellow, sky blue, mint green. Even at age eight, I was aware that these houses were somewhat less desirable. Most were rentals, with people coming and going. Everyone referred to them collectively as “the Pines.”


“Why are the houses in the Pines different?” I asked Dad as we passed Spruce.


“They wanted all sorts of houses here. Originally they were going to put another court at the end of Cedar, where that vacant lot is, and build some apartment houses in the field. But when they surveyed, there were some funny boundary lines going back to the 1700s. The Ramseys wanted to hold on to a certain amount of acreage, so they didn’t sell that strip after all. They were still raising a lot of potatoes then.”


“The Ramseys? Like Old Lady Ramsey?”


Dad chuckled. “She’s not so old. Only in her fifties. All of this land, all of Arboria Park, used to be part of their farm. Land on both sides of the creek, all the way up to the Oakley place. Arboria Park used to be an apple orchard.”


“Why didn’t they call it Orchard Park then?”


“They were going to call it something like that, but that development out by the base, Orchard Acres, got there first. Don’t know who came up with Arboria. It’s kind of silly since they cut down trees to build it.”


We were close to the end of Cedar, where you could see the trees stretching along the creek. I strained to see were we had been the previous week. How far had we walked? I ached to know.


“We can’t walk over there.” Dad had read my mind. “That’s private property. You can see where it meets the Oakley farm, beyond that thick patch of trees where you girls got lost. Mrs. Ramsey rents most of her property out to be farmed. Mainly corn and soybeans now. There used to be a cider mill on the property, and they raised some crops and some chickens, but mostly apples and cherries. The bottom fell out of that during the Depression. They eked out a living, but they were what is called land poor. The land was worth a fortune, but they were barely making it. So Mr. Ramsey sold the orchard for development. He died about ten years ago. From what I hear, Mrs. Ramsey never got over it—him selling the orchard, or his death. That’s why she stays on there, letting other people farm her land. She makes enough to get by, but she could be a millionaire if she ever sold it all.”


“Why doesn’t she, then?”


“Some things are worth more than money, sweetheart. This is her home. She loves the land.”


I looked down the line of trees again. “Dad, where does the creek go?”


“Past Oakley’s place, then it crosses Foster Road to the mill-pond. You know, where we see all the geese when we drive to the farm stand for strawberries or corn?”


I had never made the connection. “What about the other way?”


“Behind the Crescent, under the main highway by the Shell station, and out to the lake. All creeks like that lead to larger bodies of water, like rivers or lakes. Maybe tomorrow we’ll ride in the car and look both ends over.”


We passed the last house on Birch, across from the end of the Arbor Shopping Center, where we had run back across the creek from Mrs. Ramsey’s. I could see the main highway, cars whizzing by, as we walked down a strip of land behind the Shell station.


“Look through there.” Dad pointed down the creek. “Across the creek, just above the water, look carefully and you’ll see part of a stone foundation. That was the Ramsey cider mill. It was still open when we first looked at the development. Your mother and I went over and got fresh cider when they were processing the last of their apples and some from other orchards. Then they closed up shop and the place fell apart. Some teenage boys were over there smoking cigarettes around the time you were born and burned it down by accident. That’s why Mrs. Ramsey doesn’t want anyone on her property.”


I squinted until I saw the stone wall. We must have run right past it.


Dad touched my shoulder. “Okay, that’s enough for today. We’ll look at other streets another time.”


We turned up Beech and cut over to Elm on Mimosa. Dad lit a cigarette. “If you want to see something or know where things go, just ask. If I don’t know, we’ll find out together. When you’re a little older, you can go farther, but always be careful about other people’s property. I know the boys have gone down there sometimes. Most of the kids in the development have. But it’s not really fair to the people who own the farms. That’s their home and their living.”


I was still processing all he had told me. “Right here, where we’re walking, this was an apple orchard?”


“Yes, and where our house is too. This was all farm country, but some of the farmers knew they could make more money selling the land. And the builders knew young families like ours needed houses.”


“How many houses are here?” I’d tried to count them but lost track.


“About five hundred, I think.”


“I love houses,” I said. “They’re interesting. I want to draw every house here, but Mary draws better than me.”


“Maybe you can work for an architect someday.”


“What do they do?”


“They design houses and other buildings.”


“If I can learn to draw as good as Mary, maybe I could be one.”


“Well, it’s usually men who do that, sweetheart. Girls can be teachers, like Mary wants to be, or nurses, or they can work in an office.”


I thought that was dumb but I didn’t want to argue with Dad, since we’d had such a nice walk.


As we approached the Circle, I asked, “When will I be allowed to go to Julie’s again?”


“Soon. We’ll talk to her parents so you both get parole at the same time.”


“What’s parole?”


“When they let the prisoner out, but he has to promise to behave, and they watch him to make sure he does.”


Mom had come home, and Matt and a bunch of his friends were getting snacks and drinks. I went out back and got on the swing. I looked up and down the yards, but they seemed different now. I tried to picture rows of apple trees, and a younger Mrs. Ramsey, wearing a big straw hat maybe, walking up and down picking apples. And later, a big, muddy field, just a few houses on Cobbs and Maple, the rest of the neighborhood empty and waiting. All of it just a few years before I was born. An architect had designed these houses, a builder had built them, and they had named all the streets after trees. But there was no Apple Street. And no apple trees for Mrs. Ramsey.





3—1964


Mary was getting married. In June she had marched up to the auditorium stage to get her high school diploma—fifth in her class, winner of the art award. Our parents were proud and happy. Now, the weekend she should have been leaving for the state university, she’d be marching down the aisle in church to become Mrs. Donald Kozicki. And nobody was very proud or happy at all.


Mary had “put the cart before the horse,” Dad had explained in one of several euphemisms used in front of me. I was nine, but I wasn’t stupid. For the past few weeks, I’d listened to the arguments in the living room after I was sent to bed, and heard Mary crying herself to sleep. The rest of us kids were told that she was getting married, the wedding would be very soon, and we were not to talk about it with the neighbors or anybody. I still played with my bride paper dolls and wedding coloring book sometimes and was fascinated by the whole thing. I knew I was too old to be a flower girl and too young to be a junior bridesmaid (they generally wore “tea length” dresses instead of long ones, according to the coloring book), but I had hoped I’d at least get a new dress, maybe get to wear flowers in my hair like the real bridesmaids.


Only this wedding wouldn’t be like that at all. Mary’s best friend, Linda Jean Chaskovich, couldn’t be her maid of honor, Mom had carefully explained, because it would put Linda and her parents in an “awkward” position. Nor were we inviting all the relatives or the neighbors or my parents’ church friends, or having a big reception somewhere. It wouldn’t be “proper,” my parents agreed, “under the circumstances.”


Mary didn’t even get to wear a long white dress and veil. The dress she would wear hung on the back of our bedroom door. She and Mom called it “ivory,” but it looked yellow to me. It was made of satin and had puffed sleeves and a full skirt, but it wasn’t floor length or even tea length, and it didn’t have lace or seed pearls or a train. It was just a marked-down leftover prom dress relegated to the clearance rack. And no veil, either, just a matching pillbox hat with a little bit of netting in front.


The dress Mary had worn to the senior prom, a blue taffeta with straps, was already out of our shared closet, along with the sea-green chiffon one from when she’d been in the Homecoming Court back in the fall. The homecoming dance had been one of her first dates with Don Kozicki, a “nice boy” from a “good” Catholic family who lived on Oak Street. Everybody had been delighted when they started going out. Now they would be moving into one of the rental houses on Spruce Court—downward mobility in the eyes of both families. Some of Mary’s dresses were already hanging in the closet at the house.


It also bothered me that Mary wasn’t getting many presents. The Spruce house was sparsely furnished with castoffs from our basement or the Kozickis’, along with some things Dad had let Mary pick out at the farmers’ auction. According to the one bridal magazine Mary had purchased and then flung under her bed, she should be receiving china and silver and crystal, along with a new toaster and towels and stainless steel cookware. But like a white gown, bridesmaids, and bragging to the neighbors, gifts fell under the category of “not appropriate under the circumstances.”


I found it grotesquely unfair. I knew where babies came from, having heard plenty of weird tales at recess, but I was still a little fuzzy about how they got there in the first place. It involved getting married and sleeping together, but the mechanics were vague and some of my classmates’ theories were abstract and unbelievable. How had Mary had a chance to “sleep” with Don Kozicki? And as long as the outcome was the same (getting married and having a baby), why was everyone acting like it was so tragic? Wasn’t that what you were supposed to do when you grew up?


I considered all of this as I sat on my bed the Friday before the wedding, pretending to organize my school supplies for the start of fourth grade the following week. But I was really watching Mary as she pulled things out of our shared dresser and folded them into a suitcase. She wasn’t paying any attention to the dress hanging on the door, whereas I could barely keep my eyes off it. After all, it was a wedding dress, for heaven’s sake, even if it wasn’t a fancy one.


Mary pulled a picture off the wall, a colorful garden scene she had painted and won a prize for at a school exhibit. She placed it in a box along with her high school yearbook. Then she turned to the picture of the Beatles she had cut out of Life magazine and hung next to the closet. “You can keep the boys,” she said.


“You mean you’re not going to listen to the Beatles anymore?” I hadn’t realized getting married meant so many changes.


“Of course I will, silly. All my records are over at the house already. I just thought you’d like to keep it.”


“Thank you,” I said. I thought John was cute. Mary preferred Paul.


She took some of her remaining clothes out of the closet. I looked at the wedding dress again and wrote my name on my new notebook and pencil case. I wondered what it would be like to change your last name. Even in third grade, some of my school friends had started writing their first names along with the last names of boys they liked. I kind of liked Gerald Buttenweiser, but no way I’d want that name next to mine.


“Hey.” Mary yanked something from the closet. “Forgot about this one.” It was the ruffly pink dress she’d worn to the junior prom the previous year. “It’s not appropriate for a married woman, too girlish. You can keep it and play dress-up, or save it to wear to a dance someday when you’re old enough.” She held it up against her body. “I went with Roger Prentice. I can’t believe that was only last year.”


The pink dress was a real score. I was about to thank Mary and ask if I could try it on when she shoved it back in the closet and then sat down on her bed, holding her stomach. I hoped she didn’t feel sick again, like she did sometimes.


“Do you want some ginger ale?” I asked.


She stared straight ahead, not making any sounds at all, but a tear rolled down her cheek. “No, thanks, Stacy. I don’t need any.” She buried her face in her hands. “It’s all just crazy. June 1963 I wore that dress to the prom. June 1964 I got pregnant with a baby. Next June”—she lifted her face again—“next June, Linda and I and some of the other girls were going to get jobs and share a place at the beach for the summer. Work as waitresses, or at the snow-cone place, or sell tickets at Funland.” She rubbed her stomach. “Linda and Janet and everyone will be in college and having fun. I wanted to go to college so much, and be an art teacher, and live in my own apartment and have a car before I got married.”


Now it made sense why Mary was so unenthused about her wedding. I had thought it was because of Mom and Dad acting so put out and nobody giving her nice things or congratulating her. I hadn’t thought about what she was giving up.


“At least you get your own house, and your own stuff,” I said, trying to comfort her. “Now you’re a grown-up and can do whatever you want. You can buy things. Maybe you can still go to college after the baby gets bigger. And, well”—I felt my face turning red—“you get to be in love.”


“In love.” Mary wasn’t crying now. “I don’t know. I mean, in some ways I barely know Don. It seems weird to go from that to living in the same house.”


“Maybe you should just go out with him some more and then you can marry him later.” I felt out of my depth.


“Stacy, it doesn’t work that way. I made a mistake, and now my choices are getting married or a home for unwed mothers far away. No college, no options, not even getting to decide if Don is really the one. He’s really cute and nice, but there’s a big difference between going steady senior year and, well, a lifetime commitment. And I just turned eighteen.” She sighed. “Look, this is all a little complicated, and you won’t understand until you’re older.”


I hated that phrase. Everybody in the family used it to keep me from finding out about anything. It was also a dismissal.


“Maybe I’ll explain it all to you someday, but right now I just want to be left alone, okay?” Mary went over to the closet again. “You’ll have this whole room to yourself soon.”


I walked out of the room, head down, wishing I was older so Mary would talk to me like I mattered. Tommy confronted me in the hallway, holding the toilet plunger like a sword and proclaiming, “Speak out, I charge you by that sense of conscientiousness to which we have never yet appealed in vain!” All he could think about was trying out for The Pirates of Penzance when school started.


“Move, stupid,” I said.


He waved the plunger at the bathroom door like he was dueling. “Don’t bother Mom. She and Mrs. Brooks are making food for tomorrow.”


I’d already figured out it was best if I stayed out of Mom’s way. She got nervous about big goings-on.


Tommy lunged at the bathroom door, jabbing the plunger over the doorknob. As he pulled it back, the handle came off the rubber part and he fell backwards onto the floor. I laughed, and he grabbed my leg and pulled me down to the floor with him. I shrieked.


Mom yelled from the kitchen, “What are you kids doing?”


I wriggled out of Tommy’s grasp. “Nothing!”


“Well, go outside unless you’re helping.”


That was my cue to escape. “I’m going to ride my bike!”


“Be careful,” she called back.


This was gold. She was too preoccupied to hand down a list of restrictions. I made for the door.


Tommy sang after me, “And it is, it is a glorious thing, to be a Pirate King!”


It should be a glorious thing to be a bride, I thought as I pulled my bike out of the shed. Mary shouldn’t be in her room crying. She and Mom should be getting their hair done, or unwrapping gifts being delivered to the door. Mary should have had a bridal shower and given me all the ribbons from the presents, and Tommy should be shining his shoes and collecting tin cans to tie to Don’s car instead of sword-fighting in the hallway.


Nothing seemed right. I pedaled down Elm to see if Julie was home, but she wasn’t.


I cut over to Oak to check out how the Kozickis were preparing for the wedding. Maybe they were mad at Don like Mom and Dad were at Mary. Don was really nice, or at least polite. He never snarled, “Get out of here, squirt,” at me the way Roger Prentice had. He drove a two-toned black-and-white ’56 Pontiac and looked kind of like Ricky Nelson.


Neither the Pontiac nor the Kozickis’ Chevy was in the driveway. The air smelled like chocolate, drifting over from the Fine Foods plant. I headed away to look at Mary’s new house again.


Mom and Mary and I had just been over the day before to drop off more things, including an ugly set of red-striped glasses that Mr. Brooks had gotten free for being Fill-Up of the Month at the Avenue Esso. Even furnished with cast-off junk, the house was still pretty cool to me. Mary would have lots of time to fix it up after she got married. She’d have to leave her summer job at Fisher’s Department Store before she started showing. They didn’t allow any pregnant ladies to work there, married or not.


Her place was one of the pink houses at the end of the court. She didn’t like the color. I thought about how everyone on our street talked about the Pines like it was a weird, foreign place, even though it was just a couple of blocks away. As I turned onto Spruce, I saw a man fixing a car in front of the blue houses, and some little kids playing in the street. That seemed normal enough.


As I rode past the man, though, I noticed he seemed dirty, and not just because he was fixing a car. He had greasy hair and wore a stained undershirt, and as he muttered a swear word and kicked the bumper of the old car, I saw a tattoo of a naked lady on his arm.


The kids looked dirty too, and not just play-in-a-mud- puddle dirty. Kids from the Pines rode on my school bus. I’d never really thought about it, but Coby Jolley, who was always hitting other little kids, was from there, and so was Penny Bodine, who was only going into sixth grade but already carried cigarettes in her purse.


A spindly pregnant woman came out on the stoop of the one of the green houses and called to the children, “Get in here before I tan your hides!” She grinned over at me, and I noticed she had a missing front tooth.


So these were Mary’s new neighbors. I couldn’t picture her running over to see the lady in the green house for bottle-feeding advice. And Don liked to work on cars but he never beat on the fenders with a wrench while spewing a bunch of curses I’d never heard of. I knew instinctively not to ask Mom and Dad what they meant. Maybe Tommy would know.
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