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I have been driven many times to my knees by the
overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else
to go.


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN
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I have changed the names of many people and places in the following pages to protect their privacy. Or because I can’t remember their real names. Still, I know others will have different versions of these same events. This is just the way I see it. A few times I’ve asked friends and family to help draw together some of the disconnected moments, but just as often I’ve chosen not to. I remember it this way for a reason. I tell this story with all the honesty and clarity I possess today. I hope no animals or feelings were hurt in the making of this book.
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the night that kinny’s gone
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Rebecca’s backyard always smelled like it had just rained. The grass sank in under our feet and the air felt swampy, especially in the summer. We were up on her screened-in porch watching the gnats swarm like tornadoes. Rebecca was my best friend and it was usually fun to go to her house after school and melt crayons on her radiator or put on talent shows, but we’d already run out of things to do. It was still the first week of fifth grade; we didn’t have homework yet and we’d even finished covering our books with brown paper bags and decorating them with stickers. We’d eaten our grilled cheese sandwiches hours ago and when we asked for a snack Rebecca’s mom said it was too close to dinner.


My mother was always late to pick me up. Even when it was her turn to drive for dance car pool, she swung into the parking lot ten minutes after everyone else, her feathered hair flying in all directions like she’d been shot out of a cannon. Most days something had tied her up at work or she’d started cutting carrots and forgotten about the time. Tonight she was particularly late. The clock in Rebecca’s den said ten after seven. I started thinking about how to draw my mother’s profile for the police if she’d gone missing.


“Mom! I’m hungry!” yelled Danny, Rebecca’s big brother. He was three years older than us and never came out of his room during the daytime except when he wanted to tackle Rebecca or fart at us.


“When are we going to eat?!!!!”


I heard Mrs. Mills answer him in a half-whisper, something about waiting for Mrs. Sher and maybe traffic, but that’s not the point. Why did adults have to whisper so much, especially when it wasn’t about something magical or fantastic like hidden candy or a water slide? It made my mother’s absence even more embarrassing.


By the time Mom did tap on the Millses’ screen door, it was pitch black out—or as close as it got to pitch black in the summer. More like an inky purple. It was still too sweltering to feel like the sun had completely vanished. Mom and Mrs. Mills whispered some more while I packed up my knapsack, and Rebecca told me, “I wish you didn’t have to go home.”


“Me too,” I said, though it wasn’t true. I was starving and annoyed at my mother for forgetting about me and not even apologizing.


On the drive home, Mom and I didn’t say much, but there was no space to hear anyway because the cicadas were clinging to the trees, screaming in waves. My older brother, Jon, had read all of our World Book encyclopedias and he said that only male cicadas could make noise and they did it with a special membrane near their stomach. They were supposed to visit our part of the country once every thirteen or seventeen years, but they must’ve loved my town because they seemed to descend upon us every summer. They nested in clumps, crouched under beach chairs, and scuttled beneath ice cream trucks. At night they were so close I could feel them pulse in my skin.


When we got to our house, the lights were on and I could hear the voices and punches of laugh track from my older sister, Betsy, watching TV. Mom said it was too late to start cooking so we’d be having leftover spaghetti and whatever was in the vegetable drawer. Dad came downstairs and poured himself and Mom a scotch and soda, kissed me on the head, and disappeared in his chair behind the newspaper. By the time we all sat down to eat, the noodles were hard on the ends like dried rubber cement, and the salad was more brown than green, sloshing in a small pond of Italian dressing. I tried to cover my whole plate with a flurry of Parmesan cheese and not say anything.


Nobody said anything. Which made the whole night seem even heavier and sweatier and I wanted to tell those cicadas to shut up so I could figure out what was going on.


Finally, Betsy started talking. She’d been reading this totally amazing book about Jim Morrison, who was much more than just, like, a songwriter, you know? He was a poet and he fought, like, a ton of demons. And she had learned so much about life and art and it would really help if she could get her allowance raised so she could buy more art supplies and experience life more. Seriously.


Betsy was only four years older than me, but those four years had given her boobs, her own blow dryer, and a fearlessness that made me squirm in my seat. She wasn’t afraid to let anyone know what she was thinking.


“We’ll see,” Mom said slowly.


“What does that even mean?We’ll see?”


“We’ll see.”


“So stupid.” Betsy put down her fork and crossed her arms.


Jon would typically jump in at this point. He didn’t talk much, but when he did, he liked to point out the facts we were overlooking, like what percentage of the earth’s population had never heard of an allowance. But Jon had left for college three weeks earlier. We drove him down to Virginia, stopping at Dad’s best friend Marty’s house and playing with their dog Penny and eating Chinese food on a giant lazy Susan. It was a spectacular trip until we came home and the dinner table seemed too long and too quiet. Like it did this late and airless night, when only Betsy seemed unaware.


“I just have to say, it’s really unfair because if you’re gonna say no then just say no now.” She sighed indignantly.


“I didn’t say no. I said we’ll see,” Mom responded, her voice low and deliberate, like she was giving an important speech at our synagogue or helping with math homework. She sounded too careful, and somehow a little creepy. Dad still wasn’t saying anything, not even his daily routine: What’d you learn in school today? Does two plus two still equal four?


After we finished clearing our plates, Mom told us to sit down, and I thought maybe there would be a momentous announcement like we were getting a new TV or she’d picked up a fancy dessert to make up for the crummy dinner. We hadn’t had dessert in a while. The freezer was stuffed with frozen chicken necks and rye bread. Dad wasn’t allowed sweets because of his weight and blood pressure.


But when Mom sat down again, there was nothing in her hands except a waterlogged dish towel. Not even some canned fruit cocktail. She smiled briefly, nodded at Dad, and then submerged into that peculiar silence again, picking fretfully at a spaghetti sauce stain on her blouse. Maybe we were about to get in big trouble. I hadn’t been making my bed in the mornings; I’d tried, but it seemed so pointless. And I hadn’t cleaned up after the dog when I walked her the day before, but I didn’t think anyone had seen. Who saw? I looked at Dad, but he sat there with his chair pushed back so his potbelly could have some room, folding and refolding his paper napkin.


I didn’t know why this night felt so shadowy and wrong, but I did know my napkin was almost gone. I’d ripped it into a hill of pulpy snow on the floor below me. I’d been shredding my dinner napkins for as long as I could remember. I didn’t even think about it; just when I wasn’t holding my fork, my fingers were working apart the soft skin into smaller and smaller strips. The first time it happened, it was mildly amusing:


Look what Abby’s doing!


Abby’s making a mess. What are you making, a flake fortress?


Then it wasn’t so funny.


Clean that up.


Ab, come on.


After dinner I usually spent a good ten minutes under the table, pulling the wisps of paper out of the Oriental rug, but it seemed I could never get it all. Maybe that was what this hulking silence was about. I stared at my last bits of napkin and noiselessly promised I’d work extra hard plucking the rug clean if this stillness would please end.


My father put both hands on the table and puffed his cheeks out, like he was steeling himself for a steep incline.


“So. Your mom and I went to visit Aunt Simone today. You remember that we got the call last night, she had to come home early from vacation?” I was pretty sure he was talking to Betsy and me, but his eyes shifted every which way around the room. His lips kept twitching after he was done talking, and he drew circles distractedly in the condensation on his water glass. Even his nose couldn’t seem to settle on his face.


I wanted to tell him that I remembered now; that I was sorry if I’d been cranky before, that it was okay if Aunt Simone, my dad’s sister, also my all-time hero, needed them, and I took back my ugly thoughts about Mom being a bad mom because she picked me up late and fed us rubbery pasta.


“And …” He started, then stopped, his face going so still now, that even when he began again it was as if the words were coming from somewhere else.


Nothing he said after that fit into a story or even a sentence. I tried to fill in the details while he stalled into long, solemn pauses between phrases:


Aunt Simone was on vacation in Nantucket with Uncle Murray.


They had dinner at a small restaurant near the beach—I’d like to think they had something fancy like a seafood buffet with lots of dinner rolls and cocktail sauce and tall glasses of white wine. Her eyelids would have been dusted with her favorite shimmery violet powder. His hair slicked back straight with a comb.


They returned to the inn where they were staying and washed their faces and brushed their teeth. They read in bed for a little while and then kissed each other good night before turning out the light.


Sometime during the night—Dad couldn’t explain when or why or how—Aunt Simone had an aneurysm. Dad tried to draw it on our green-and blue-striped tablecloth like he was piecing together a map. An artery in Aunt Simone’s brain grew too big, swelling until it burst, flooding her cranium. It didn’t hurt, he assured us, but there wasn’t enough room in her head for all that blood. Her body slowly shut down, just like a house turning off all its lights at night. When they went to see her that afternoon, she was already in a coma and all they could do was kiss her and say good-bye.


My father never said the word dead. Just that Aunt Simone was gone. Done. Poof—no more.


My father also didn’t say this but he didn’t have to: The cicadas were out in full force that night. I knew they were. They threw themselves against every window screen in Nantucket, beating their crazy stomach membranes. Throbbing. Making it too loud to think or sleep. I’d never liked cicadas and now I knew why—they were carrying the worst kind of night with them. In her brain, behind her dusted eyelids, Aunt Simone had throbbed too. Her blood splashed wildly, like a water slide gone mad. All of her ideas and music and jokes and dreams crashing against the back of her skull. Until she exploded.


Dad was still talking. Something about a service in New York City with Aunt Simone’s friends and Dad was going to say something about how much we loved her and he would play a tape of her at the piano.


“Does that sound okay?” he asked.


He waited for us to answer, only I wasn’t sure exactly what the question was. Betsy said, “Okay,” and I nodded too. But no matter how slowly Dad spoke, what he said still didn’t make sense. We had seen Aunt Simone the weekend before at their cabin in Connecticut. She had been so delighted because she’d gone for a bicycle ride and found a black kitten on the side of the road. When she brought her home Uncle Murray had said, “Aw, whad’ya go and do that for, ’Mone?”


The kitten was sick but Aunt Simone named it Yofi, which is Hebrew for All right! My cousin Aviva and I sat in the field in back of the cabin and played with Yofi while she wriggled and mewed. Then Aunt Simone brought us out matching bowls of crackers and a dish of water for Yofi. She picked up the mangy kitten, lifting her toward the sky. The sun leaked through Yofi’s tiny hairs and we took turns kissing her tiny white belly.


Dad stood up from the dining room table, his whole body looking fidgety and sore. I pretended not to watch him as he walked the length of the living room rug and back again. His body tipped forward and his slippers scuffed along the rug as he looped in the most lopsided circles I’d ever seen.


“Do you have any questions?” Mom asked. She smiled hesitantly, tapping her fingers on the table and picking up crumbs that were invisible to the naked eye.


Yes, I had questions. Had Aunt Simone’s head made a popping sound? Did she fall off the bed and cry? Did she flap like a fish on the floor or go straight into a coma? Are aneurysms common? Contagious? Hereditary? Was she unconscious on the plane ride back to New York? Why couldn’t they fix her in Nantucket? How long did it take to fly and did she lie down or did they prop her up in a seat like a mannequin and did Uncle Murray get to sit next to her and who was flying and if the pilot was faster would she have lived?


And then there was the question that I could never ask, but that I knew each of us had to be thinking:


What did Aunt Simone do that was so bad she deserved to die?


I looked at Betsy to see if she had questions because I didn’t want to be the only one talking. Betsy was crying and asked if she could take the phone into her room and call her best friend. Mom agreed and then turned to me.


“Don’t worry about the napkins tonight. You want to go to your room too?”


“Yeah,” I said. Going to my room sounded lonely and dismal, but it seemed like the only respectful thing to do. I had to step around Dad to get to the stairs. He didn’t even acknowledge me as he continued his sloppy laps around the living room. He was whistling, too, some song that was muffled and meandering and made no sense either.


Fourteen steps to my bedroom. I closed the door partway and lay down on my bed with all my clothes on. I didn’t know what else I was supposed to do. The moon leached through my window screen, casting a gauzy gray over everything. My bedroom was built into the roof and the walls sloped down so I could only stand up straight in the middle. By daylight the carpet was light blue except for the brown spot by my bed where I threw up after eating bad chicken kebobs on a trip to Boston. I had a white dresser with rusting metal handles that looked like whales yawning. A white radiator that clucked and burped in the winter. I could tell when it was getting cold before everyone else because my radiator clucked so fast it sounded like it would blast off into outer space.


In one corner was a white bookshelf with my ribbon collection, my sticker album, my blue plastic box for buttons and pins, and my favorite books. And over my bed were two spotlights with yellow plastic hoods for reading in bed. Dad had taken me to pick them out because he said I was a good reader and it was important to take care of my eyes, they were the only ones I was going to get. Sometimes I stared straight up into the filaments until it hurt, then switched off the lights quickly so the night came out in floating spots. Or else I ducked under my yellow bedspread and rubbed my toes on the sheets until I saw sparks. Mom said that was static electricity.


The best part of my room was my wallpaper. It looked like a giant patchwork of stripes, flowers, polka dots, dashes, dots, squiggles, and leaves in all my favorite colors—minty green, lemon yellow, sky blue, bubblegum pink, and the orange of creamy sherbet. I loved to run my finger up through the white alleys that separated each square. Also lying sideways on my bed and walking my feet up the wall into the fields of blue flowers and puddles of pink curlicues.


But that night I tried to lie perfectly still. And think.


Aunt Simone was my favorite aunt. I knew I wasn’t supposed to have a favorite, but it was true. She was a concert pianist and she thought I could be one too. I’d only played for her once but she had said she could tell that I was feeling the music. A few years ago she’d asked me to be her pen pal. For three years she wrote to me about the woods, the weather, the soft buzz of cocktail receptions after her concerts, and the downy touch of the lake by the cabin when she dove in for that first summer swim. Her letters were thick, each word vivid and elegant and written just for me on paper trimmed with black and white piano keys. She was only a few inches taller than me, at five-one, so she had to ride kids’ bikes. She loved to practice yoga and meditation and she wore giant sunglasses and leotards. She was the only grown-up who ever sat Indian-style in my room with me to talk about music. One time after we swam we took a shower together and I tried not to stare but I couldn’t help it. She had small, perfect nipples and wide, milky colored ribs and she lifted her arms up under the spray of water and sang, “Mmmmm. Delicious!” so I did it too.


Best of all was Aunt Simone’s marble eye. An eddy of blue, gray, brown, emerald—plus colors that hadn’t even been invented yet. When she was a baby, the nurse in the delivery room had put in the incorrect eye drops and erased Aunt Simone’s iris. So the doctor tried to give her a new one, but Aunt Simone could never see out of it again and it never truly looked like an eyeball. It was dappled and swirling and infinitely beautiful.


My dad adored Aunt Simone—his kid sister. Kinny he called her, a pet name from when they were young. He took us to her piano performances and taped them with a recorder hidden in his lap. Afterward he labeled each tape with her name and the date in neat, rounded letters. When he hugged her, she fit exactly into his shoulder.


I knew Aunt Simone as leotards and Chopin études and floppy hats and fingers so small they disappeared when she swooned over the piano keys. All of her friends were either musicians or painters or sculptors. One time I had stayed at the cabin with her and Uncle Murray all by myself, and they took me to a smoky party with long-necked ladies and vases. Aunt Simone introduced me as her important niece, the pianist. A man with a puffy moustache gave me a book of music he’d composed and told me Aunt Simone was his all-time hero too.


This was what I knew about her. Or what I wanted to be true. But this night, lying on my bed listening to the roar of the cicadas in the densest dark, I began to wonder what I didn’t know about her. There must have been something else, something that no one was telling me. There were a lot of hours between the times that I saw Aunt Simone and the days that she wrote me letters and maybe, probably definitely, she had done something awful to die this way, so suddenly. She had done something so bad that no one could even speak of it, some gruesome and ghastly crime. Maybe she stole from a bank. Or had a lover—and then stabbed him. Had she brought home that kitten so she could eat it? Had she worn a ski mask and robbed people, slicing off their ears with a hatchet? You just didn’t go on vacation in Nantucket and eat clams and mussels and then have your brain explode.


I lay in bed making a trail through the wallpaper with my finger. Tracing its quilted pattern was like shredding napkins. I did it unconsciously, my finger skating from green to pink to orange to blue. Most nights, the paper was cool and boundless and the last thing I’d remember before falling asleep was sliding past a pink leaf.


This night was different. Everything was different, even those familiar walls. Bumpier. Rougher. As if the colors were mismatched and all the squiggles were springing in opposite directions. As if there was something churning underneath them. Something secret and dangerous. A wave of death coming toward us.


Mom had once described dying as a well-needed rest, just like going into a profound sleep. There was a girl in my grade who said no one ever really died, we just started over as another person or even an elephant or a tree. Maybe these theories held up if you’d lived a full life, but if you were young and vibrant and playing with a kitten in the field one day and a week later gone forever, there had to be a better answer.


My finger moved faster, pressing hard. Swerving through dots, dashes, hearts. Mashing mounds of leaves and digging through junkyards of polka dots. Up and down and around in diagonals and diamond shapes, trying to find the smooth spots. Trying to find a logical path from here to there, from life to death to whatever lay beyond. I don’t know who had told me, but I knew there was a G-d above us all. He was further than the farthest star but also inside every blade of grass. And I couldn’t explain why, but I believed He was the Creator who could unlock any hidden code. As I traveled through the cluttered squares, this was what I now decided about the world. You couldn’t look it up in an encyclopedia because it was so true that no one tried to write it down. It wasn’t a discovery; it was just the only thing that made any sense.


There is a reason for everything.


An order to life and death.


When you do something bad, something bad will happen to you. If you do something really bad, then you will die. And death is bottomless and murky, a flood in your brain with no way out of it and no one to save you. G-d is the only one who knows when or why someone dies, and you can only hope that you did enough good things to visit Him up in heaven while you float in your forever slumber.


I kept tracing through the walls, trying to steer Aunt Simone up to the clearest part of the sky. Trying to close this gulch of death and destruction. The cicadas were screeching louder and madder and my skin grew hot and prickly, but I had to keep going. It felt like the only way to keep all of us from drowning too.




CEMENT MIXER SONG*


Cement mixer, put-ty put-ty


Cement mixer, put-ty put-ty


Cement mixer, dooby dooby


Cement mixer, dooby dooby


Da bi da daaaa


Cement mixer, put-ty put-ty


Cement mixer, put-ty put-ty


Cement mixer, dooby dooby


Cement mixer, dooby dooby


Doo doo doo deeee!


*must be repeated at least once for each cement mixer in the road.


**Add dance moves if alone or walking the dog.


***good to finish with an air kiss or a wink.








the party’s over
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New Jersey Turnpike


Ugh Ugh


New Jersey Turnpike


Pee-yu Pee-yu


This was one of my father’s favorite songs. There is music in everything, he told me. Even in things that stink. In the morning when he walked me to school, Dad made up songs about how many fish were in the ocean, why it rained, the price of gasoline. Many of his songs ended with bippety scap bap bap badabada. On Sundays after our big omelet breakfasts, he would dance around the house while he sang, swinging one of us (usually Mom) into his slippery two-step. He also had a lot of songs that were instrumental, played with a knee-slap drum and a keen whistle. He was a master whistler, trilling and twittering like the smallest sparrow, then rolling languidly into saxophone-land, or vibrating like the drum-bellied opera stars he loved to watch on public television. He could whistle anything from classical to jazz to Ethel Merman to the Beatles. He had an actual violin too and a guitar, but they both sat in the corner of the living room obscured by the drapes, collecting colonies of dust mites.


My father taught my brother, sister, and me music every day, from the moment he woke us up, singing, It’s time to get up it’s time to get up it’s time to get up in the mooooorning! until his finale of The party’s over, it’s time to call it a day! The party’s over, ya dada dida doobi da! as we kissed him good night. One of Dad’s best friends had made him a compilation of every song ever recorded by Cole Porter, and Jon, Betsy, and I learned these lyrics not long after mama and dada. On road trips, we shouted out our requests: Tape eight, side A, please! I want the song where the lady sleeps with a horse! In the hour before dinner each night, Dad’s wooden stereo speakers crackled with majestic fleets of cellos and trumpets. On weekends the radio was tuned to jazz standards and show tunes all day, with Count Basie, Kaye Ballard, Gene Kelly, and Dad’s favorite host, Jonathan Schwartz. If there was ever a dance break in the middle of the song, Dad would be up on his feet, one hand on his wide ribs, the other outstretched, as he tried on Fred Astaire’s toe-tingling routines.


As soon as I could reach the keys of our piano, I began taking lessons from a man who lived around the corner, Mr. Diamond, just as Jon and Betsy had. Only by the time I went to him, Mr. Diamond was so old his fingers were bound together in arthritic knots and he was going blind from diabetes, so I had to describe for him the notes on my music. Often when I arrived for my lesson he was asleep next to the window and I just sat in the hallway by his door, too scared to wake him. His house smelled like cat pee and sometimes when I was playing, his wife flitted between teetering columns of sheet music like a frizzy-haired ghost.


In spite of it all, I kept going back. I never felt more important than when I sat down in front of the keys that looked skinny and bare and pressed into them a new sound. I came home each week and lifted up my music for both of my parents to inspect. Mom had played the piano too—not professionally like Aunt Simone, but she did know a lot of pieces by heart and remembered each chord I tried. Dad accompanied my clunky waltzes with yada dada’s and sometimes a lilting promenade around the house as he called, “Louder!” Both of my parents loved to hear us play. Dad made recordings of Jon, Betsy, and me practicing in the living room, and I felt sure I was only steps away from being on a real radio station. His voice was velvety and resonant as he announced our full names for the imaginary audience and he asked us important questions about the pieces we were playing.


“So today we are very privileged to have Miss Abigail Judith Sher performing. Abigail, what are you going to present to us today?”


“This is called Run Doggy Run.”


“Wonderful. And I notice this uses two hands. How long have you been playing with two hands at once?”


“This is my first time!”


“Fantastic! We’re in for a real treat then. Okay, again, this is Abigail Judith Sher, and the date is July 22, 1979, and we are recording this concert live from 114 North Chatsworth Avenue on this beautiful sunny day. Take it away, Abigail.”


Sometimes we had to start the concerts over because our dog, Sandy, got frisky and barked near the microphone. More often Mom forgot we were making live recordings and she yelled for Jon to bring down his laundry or for someone to please clean off the table so we could eat on it. Or the tape caught her humming along to our songs in the kitchen and throwing out the occasional “Try B-flat !”


I begged both of my parents to join us in a family jamboree. Jon soon graduated to the trombone and Betsy to the flute and I was sure with Dad on his violin and Mom next to me on the piano we could make a Jewish Trapp Family ensemble. But Mom said her days at the keyboard were long gone and Dad didn’t seem interested in dusting off his violin—he said it was out of shape and so was he. I continued to study The Sound of Music and the Osmond siblings, eager for the day when our parents would announce we were ditching the house, painting a van in rainbow colors, and taking our act on the road.


Music was the most intimate language spoken in our home. Both of my parents were loving but not overly affectionate. They never kissed us on the lips—Mom said that a lot of germs were spread that way and cheek-kissing was just as pleasant. She also said “I love you” shouldn’t be overused or it lost its meaning. Instead, Mom and Dad had a special code that was more romantic than anything possible in the English language. It usually happened in the car while Dad was driving and skedap-bopping. He’d have one hand on the wheel and with the other he’d give Mom’s knee two quick squeezes.


“You’re okay. You know that?” he said, his voice so low I could feel it more than hear it over the trumpets and timpanis. Mom never said anything back, she just put her hand on top of his and hummed louder.


When I was old enough to read music I felt that I really started to earn my parents’ respect, and I wanted to be fluent in every arpeggio and astound them with each crescendo. I belted out my lyrics in the car so my father could hear me first.


Cement mixer, put-ty put-ty


Cement mixer, put-ty put-ty


Cement mixer, dooby dooby


Cement mixer, dooby dooby


Da bi da daaaa


Dad sang this song every time we made family trips into New York City and passed the polka-dotted cement mixers that lived in a lot on the Harlem River Drive. We went into the city for special treats. Our house was in the suburbs of Westchester, so it only took a half hour to get to Shea Stadium for a baseball game or to Chinatown for dim sum, and a few times I got to go on dates with just Dad to Lincoln Center. Afterward we slowly strolled arm in arm around the fountain in the middle and then we went to Tower Records and listened to the big headphones plugged into the walls. Whatever our city excursions were for, whenever we got close to the cement mixer lot, I made sure I was the loudest one singing in the car. Once, I mixed up the verses and I was mortified, but Dad said the words weren’t what was important. It was more about the syncopated rhythm between put and ty. I held the last note as long as possible. Sometimes we had contests. My dad could sing the same note for a full minute or even more. That’s what it is about music, he told us. It’s bigger than time.


The night Aunt Simone drowned in her head, my father taught me that music was the one thing that survived death. I had trouble looking at him as he wandered around and around the living room. He was hunched over like a melting candle, stooped almost into a C. But he was still whistling. The tune was up in the sparrow ranges, and as he trudged it grew fainter than a whisper. But it was definitely a song and it was all he had left. It didn’t matter what he was whistling exactly, he was holding up our world with whatever notes he could find. It was his only way of carrying on now that Kinny had disappeared.


Simone and Roger. They had been inseparable as children. Both small, with dark wavy hair and olive skin. They made up secret code names, dirty limericks, and of course songs, and put on talent shows with their friends. They loved to perform, especially for each other. When they were old enough to get a dog, they smushed their names together and named the pup SiRo. He had his own theme song: SiRo my doooog! My dog SiRooooooo!


My grandparents Bill and Elizabeth never learned the SiRo song. They were gone before I was born, but I’ve been told that they were both wild and passionate and completely miserable in a marriage pieced together with thunderclouds. They threw themselves into their careers—hers as a therapist and his as a tax lawyer—and lived decadently, with a second home in the countryside of New York and weekend parties on Long Island. Elizabeth was the daughter of a celebrated Hungarian opera singer. She dressed extravagantly in gold lamé capes and grapefruit-size brooches. She delighted in taking the children to the Beaux Arts Ball, where they saw naked models, and she taught them how to play poker and pinochle with her. Her bursts of laughter and tears rushed through the home in squalls.


Bill was steely and fierce in his silent disapproval. He only spoke when ordering the children to do chores or berating his wife. Aunt Simone escaped by immersing herself in the piano while my dad spent rainy Saturdays playing supernumeraries at the old Metropolitan Opera House. In their painfully mismatched household, music became the only thing they could all agree upon. As Simone’s talent emerged, it became the tether binding them together. Whenever she sat at the piano bench, Elizabeth pleaded with Bill to dance with her. He would most often refuse, preferring to listen with stern concentration. At which point Elizabeth swept her son into her arms instead. My grandmother taught my dad the fox-trot, the waltz, the box step, and the rumba, while my aunt played tirelessly.


As they danced, Elizabeth serenaded her beloved dance partner. Her favorite song was “Cheek to Cheek,” in which she inserted my dad’s name:


Heaven,


With Roger Evan


And my heart beats so, that I can hardly speeeeeak


And I seem to find the happiness I seek


When we’re out together dancing cheek to cheek


Dad dreamed of opening up a cabaret with his friend Marty called the Club Marro (Marty and Roger smushed together). They would host artists and exhibits and begin each night with tap dancing and the occasional violin-piano duet. But while my grandfather was willing to send his daughter to Juilliard, he insisted that my father was not as talented and needed to become “a real grown-up,” which meant pursuing a degree in law like him. I never learned why my father complied, even working for Grandpa Bill for a wretched three years before setting out on his own. When my parents met, they connected over a mutual ardor for Irving Berlin and Itzhak Perlman. They vowed to create a home together that was always infused with a sunny refrain.


We lived in Westchester, in a white stone Tudor with a red door and black shutters, a comfortable life for which my father worked diligently. We had a backyard with a rock big enough to slide down in the rain, neighbors who threw barbecues and served marshmallow-fruit salad, and a housekeeper named Nancy Maloney, who made us egg salad sandwiches and picked me up by my tights so I could touch the ceiling. My mother stayed home to raise all three of us until I was in third grade, then she took a part-time job as public relations director for a nursing home.


The best part of every weekday was when we piled into our station wagon and Mom drove us to pick Dad out of the wave of suit jackets rolling up the hill from the train station. When he got home he turned on the radio, changed into his dungarees and Syracuse sweatshirt, and made scotch and sodas for him and Mom, followed by a chaser of Tums. Sometimes he slapped his knees and I climbed into his lap. At dinner, Dad always began the meal with So, what’d I miss? Who has a good story about today?


On the weekends, Aunt Simone and Uncle Murray usually stopped for supper on the way from Manhattan to their cabin in Connecticut. It always felt like a party when they came, though it was only our two families. My cousins Aviva and Rachel were a few years older than me and they let me play beauty parlor with their long glossy hair. Often the neighbors would stop over for a cocktail too and I could perch by the cheese platter and eat crackers for hours before Mom remembered it was past my bedtime.


Some weekends we went to the cabin with them. It was in a town called Woodbury, Connecticut, where there were dirt roads with houses that were built in the 1700s and only one general store for groceries. The cabin had a plaque on it that said 1789 Built by Ichabod Stoddard. My cousins and siblings and I were never happier than when we were all together, chasing stray dogs, doing our crazy hat parade through the woods, trying on Aunt Simone’s giant sunglasses, and making up songs of our own. In Woodbury I learned my best dirty words, how to start a compost pile, serve a volleyball, and howl like a hyena. The parties there were legendary, especially on the Fourth of July when Uncle Murray dressed up in red-, white-, and blue-striped suspenders, saddle shoes, socks, and boxer shorts. He put watermelons in the creek to keep them cold and made a gigantic bonfire in the field. Everyone skipped and traipsed around the flames like drunken fairies in a sparkler dance.


On nonparty days, Aunt Simone and Dad led us in mountain hikes, pond races, and choruses about the importance of the New York subway system. They taught us to clap for the sun when it set in golds and fuchsias behind the trees. Mom tucked us all in and made sure we said P.D., which stood for pleasant dreams, before we went to bed. My cousins had comforters that were the same pattern as my wallpaper, so I could trace my way through the creaks and shadows of those cabin nights.


Simone and Roger. I don’t want to remember them without each other because it feels like life was fullest and brightest when they were both here.


After Aunt Simone died, I pulled out the untouched journals she’d given me and started writing in them. Dear SiRo, I wrote, pretending I still had my special pen pal. I also began singing “Cheek to Cheek” (or as I called it, the Heaven song), every time I walked the dog and the Cement Mixer song every time a mixer went by on the street. If they were paving a road or there was a pack of them at a building site, I sang two choruses for each truck. Even though I was alone, even when my dad was at work, I thought maybe he could hear me, or at least feel me. I wanted him to know that I got it.


Music was everlasting and indestructible and stretched across all worlds.


And I was pretty sure that as long as I kept singing and writing to SiRo, nobody else would disappear.




WAYS THAT PEOPLE DIE EVERY DAY LIST


1. An aneurysm


2. Whatever was wrong with the man at the corner store who had a golf ball bump in his neck


3. Heart attack (like Jim Tripper’s dad)


4. AIDS (a lot of people in Africa and California)


5. Cancer (lots of people, especially if they have too many freckles or smoke)


6. Starvation (Ethiopia)


7. Car accident (every day)


8. Drunk driving accident (Helena’s mom)


9. Really bad diabetes (this happened in a movie I watched)


10. House fires (we did a special unit in school on this)


11. Just die in your sleep and nobody knows why or how unless they cut you open (I saw this on TV, but it’s true, I asked)








woody’s children


[image: image]


Sunday night was usually the best night of the week in my house. Our neighbors, Estherann and Arthur, came over for vodka tonics and crackers and to talk politics. Estherann was always knitting fuzzy sweaters and scarves and she let me sit by her feet and dig through her canvas bag of yarns. Then Mom pulled out the Chinese take-out menu and we each got to choose a dish to order.


“You know what that means, kiddo,” Dad would say with a wink my way. I was his special helper.


As soon as Dad and I climbed into the station wagon, he would turn on Woody’s Children, Woody Guthrie’s radio show where he sang folk songs with a team of banjos and little kids whom I imagined living on a prairie and frolicking through enchanted forests. Dad usually had one palm on the steering wheel and with the other he’d tap out Woody’s rhythmic rhapsodies on my thigh. We’d sing “This Land Is Your Land” and “If I Had a Hammer” and scores of songs about love and dandelion wine, rolling into new melodies as effortlessly as the hills themselves. Sometimes Dad went extra slow and switched the headlights to bright so we could search for raccoons. There was never anybody out except for us. In the car, on the road, in the whole world.


It was two months after Aunt Simone died and the cicadas had finally gone; the first snow of the season had just fallen, but it was too clumpy and uneven to warrant a school closing the next day. The grass poked through in little hairy patches and the air was the sharpest kind of cold in my nostrils. The station wagon took a long time to warm up and the vents could muster only small splutters of lukewarm mist that smelled burnt. There was no time to look for raccoons on the way to the restaurant. The food’ll get cold, Dad explained. He also didn’t sing along with Woody, so I decided I shouldn’t either.


When we got to the China Lion parking lot, Dad gave me a fold of money that I squeezed in my fist. I walked past the two stone lions guarding the tall wooden doors, my back stiff and straight, and told the lady at the desk who looked like a China doll our last name. She knew me because this was my job every week. She put the greasy brown paper bag in my hands and made me promise to walk carefully to the car so nothing tipped.


“That’s some hot chopsticks. You okay?” Dad said when I got back to the car.


“No prob, slob,” I said, nodding proudly.


We were quiet as snow again the whole way home. I held the bag on my lap and opened just one corner so I could sniff the moo goo gai pan dripping into the vegetable lo mein and then into the General Tso’s, seeping into a salty puddle on the bottom. My thighs got red and tight from the heat, but I didn’t budge an inch. Not even when we got home and Dad turned off the engine and we just sat there in the driveway. The Japanese maple tree that Dad had planted was sighing and swaying above us and the car was ticking and farting out leftover exhaust and I wasn’t sure why we were still in the car while Mom and Betsy were inside waiting for the food. I snuck a peek over at Dad but he was looking out at the snow so I looked there too.


Then he said, “Hey kiddo, you know what? You go on ahead. I’ll meet you inside.”


“Huh?”


“Food’s getting cold. I’ll be right there.”


I didn’t want to go, but it felt as though he was waiting for me to leave, setting his face toward the windshield so I couldn’t even guess what his eyes were saying. By the time I slid out and walked to his side of the car, he was standing next to it with the door open, letting out a long, heavy breath.


“I’ll wait for you if …”


“Just go!” he said, and there was something coarse and ragged in his voice that I’d never heard before, icier even than the night sky.


I started up the walk, hugging the bag close. I could hear the wax paper from the egg rolls crinkling and my corduroys rubbing together. I could hear everything. Especially something rumbling behind me. A horrible noise somewhere between a groan and a growl. When I turned around my father was crouched on the lawn. I ducked among the hedges so he couldn’t see me and through the tangle of frozen branches I watched his body roll forward, the muscles in the back of his neck clenched together. He vomited into the snow. It made a small, steaming hole in the ground. He stayed there on his hands and knees, staring into it, this place where his insides had gone. I stayed staring too. At the moon falling on his head just where his crown of hair curled up at the ends. At his shoulders rising up like looming hilltops under his jacket and his jaw drooping open like a dog’s. At how small he was all of a sudden.


Then he leaned back on his heels, took a scoop of fresh snow, and covered the hole so it looked like this moment had never happened.


I crept into the house through the side door and delivered my leaky parcel to Mom, then went to wash my hands. When I got to the dinner table, Dad was already there, licking his lips.


“Mmm, I’m hungry,” he said, and gave me a quick smile. I didn’t look at him for the rest of the meal.


After I’d helped with the dishes, when I was supposed to be getting ready for bed, I slinked into my parents’ room. It was completely dark except for the light from the street, and the blue spotted wallpaper looked like a sky turned inside out. I went to the window to find the hole my father had covered up. It was under the snow somewhere, I knew it, and I had to find it and see if it had grown bigger or deeper. I needed to know where it led. I had this queasy feeling it could be tunneling down all the way through the ground like sour molten lava. Only, when I got to the window, I couldn’t see anything on the ground except white. In school they had made us cut out paper snowflakes and then write about how each one was unique and delicate. That was a lie. This snow was not delicate at all. It was monotonous and hard and it made the entire universe slowly sink into its unyielding hush. And I knew something ugly and sinister was lurking just below it.


“What are you doing?” Betsy was standing in the doorway in only her underwear and bra. She had a line of cream bleach on her upper lip.


“Nothing. What are you doing?”


“Nothing. You shouldn’t be in Mom and Dad’s room, you know.”


“You shouldn’t either.” I wanted to sound tough, but my voice came out thin and whiny.


“I’m just getting the nail scissors. What are you doing?”


“I’m just … looking.”


“At what?” said Betsy, putting her hand on her hip.


“Never mind,” I snarled as I stomped past her. I wasn’t about to tell her that I was looking for a pile of hidden puke.


“Freak,” I heard her grumble as she closed her bedroom door.


I checked every night from different windows in the house. The snow turned gray and splotchy and then it broke into warped continents across the lawn, but there was still no sign of the hole. Not even a speck. I tried to measure where the car was parked and where Dad’s knees could’ve sunk in the ground, but any mark he had made was gone. I didn’t even know what I was looking for after a while; I just knew I had to look for it. It was as if the dirty snow had swallowed this fermenting secret and every time I stepped over it, or worse, on top of it, I was driving it farther into the earth’s core. I hated that I was the only one who knew it was there and that I had become its sentinel, watching to see where it would surface. One night when Mom was tucking me into bed, I tried to tell her that I had seen something that maybe I shouldn’t have. Just in case Dad hadn’t told her; I didn’t want him to get in trouble.


“I think I might’ve seen Dad maybe get sick.”


“What do you mean, sick?”


“I think maybe throw-up sick. Maybe.”


“I don’t think so, sweetie. But even if he did, you know sometimes his gas gets bad. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he eats more Tums.”


Then it snowed again and this time it fell in thick, imposing flakes. I knew I’d never find the hole after that, no matter how hard I looked, but I couldn’t stop. I also decided that for the rest of the winter I would enter the house only through the side door and I would step on the stone wall to get there. I didn’t trust the frozen front lawn at all.


Inside our house wasn’t much better. The radio was still on continually, but it had subsided to a muted chatter and I knew without asking that we were not to raise our voices above it. Dad began staying home from work a lot and going to doctors’ appointments. Mom said that something was going on with his kidneys, a genetic disease. The doctors were working on it, but in the meantime, we had to leave all the cranberry juice for him and not make too much noise.


Often when I came home from school, Dad was already in his drippy dungarees and cream-colored fisherman’s sweater, shuffling around the living room in his moccasin slippers with his hands in his back pockets as if he was holding his kidneys into his sagging frame. Sometimes he was asleep in the big armchair, his head listing backward, the skin of his neck collecting limply like a plucked chicken’s.


I’d clear my throat and he would jolt forward to declare groggily, “Well, hello there, madam!” scrambling to rearrange his face into a genteel grin as if he hadn’t been asleep and I was a Southern belle sidling up for lemonade.


“Hi, Dad. What are you doing here?” I’d ask. I didn’t intend to sound mean, but I didn’t like it when he was home before me. I’d think about all those other dads coming up the hill from the train with their blue suits and briefcases and get impatient with him for being so droopy and pale.


“Oh, you know,” he’d say.


I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything. I never learned the whole story. I didn’t know how that hole had dragged us all down into its evil silence. I didn’t know why Dad’s sweater had grown so long and loose that he was lost in it and I was too scared to ask where he had gone. I didn’t know when the diagnosis had changed because first Mom would say it was a fever and then Dad would say it’s nothing and then Betsy and I were in the bathroom one night and in between spits of toothpaste she whispered, “It’s really bad. Like, this is serious.”


“Serious how?” I asked with an annoyed shrug.


“Serious serious.”


“Shut up. You don’t know that.” I turned on both faucets as far as they would go, hoping to drive her away in a puff of steam.


I don’t know how much my parents shared with either of my siblings. I don’t know what they knew themselves. I just knew it was my obligation to trust them when they said it was a nothing fever. Each night as I gripped the windowsill and bore my eyes into the matted ground, I was convincing myself it was something out there that was rotten and not right here—this close and this real.


Dad had dealt with bouts of pain caused by his polycystic kidneys, but never like this. Now there were overnights at various hospitals where they tested my father for all kinds of diseases and pumped him with antibiotics. When Mom brought us to visit, he pulled his arm quickly under the covers so I couldn’t see the IV needle pricking his cloudy skin. I hated when he did this, especially when I caught him in the act, the small tubing snapping lightly on the starched sheets, dribbling some radioactive-looking elixir into his veins. I wanted to tell him he wasn’t being sneaky enough; I could see he was trying to hide something, I just couldn’t figure out what it meant.


“The doctors are working hard on it,” Mom kept saying as she kissed me good night. “They’re really good, too.”


Months later when the ground thawed and the first crocuses shot up, my father took off his grimy sweater and he’d shrunken in half. Still, nobody said anything. I decided I wasn’t talking either. At my sixth-grade graduation, even though it was almost ninety degrees out on the playground, Dad showed up in his blue corduroys and winter oxford, his Nikon hanging around his neck, pulling him toward the blacktop. He kept asking me to gather my friends together for more pictures but I politely explained that we were very busy signing yearbooks and making summer plans and then I ran away from him and hung out by the bleachers for the rest of the afternoon.


That night, even with my bedroom door barricaded shut, I couldn’t tell my diary the real reason I took off. I was too hot and twisted up inside. I was mad at Dad for being so rickety looking, huddled over in a sorry crescent, like he was making a game plan but there was no team beside him. I was mad at Mom for her outdated haircut and flimsy-looking smile. And I was mad most of all at the doctors for being fine and good and working so hard.


My father’s decline was swift, though of course I’ll never know how much he suffered. I don’t remember much about that summer, except that the cicadas swooped in again in their screeching gales and Dad’s hospital refrigerator was only big enough to hold cans of vanilla drink that he said tasted like glue.


I still hold on to the slivers of sunlight that we shared.


My mom rented a cabin in Massachusetts with a dock that bobbed absently while we dipped our feet in the lake. When I looked down at our legs in the water, I thought Dad had seaweed climbing up his until I realized those were his veins. The lake was cool and still and looked like a big bowl of muddy soup to me, but Dad said it was the best lake he’d ever seen and I said, “Me too,” because I just wanted us to be the same.


The glass cups of orange sherbet that he ate meditatively, longingly, his lips slick and stained as he smiled with humble relief.


The strings hanging like cobwebs from the bottom of his dungaree shorts.


I remember Betsy coming home from summer camp prattling incessantly about her new boyfriend, showing me his clumsy sonnets of adoration and saying that one day they would run away together and it would be better that way because things at home were only going to get worse.


I remember Jon coming home from his summer job teaching tennis and retreating to his room without a word. I only knew he was there because I could smell the salami sandwiches he loved to microwave or hear him socking tennis balls against the wall.


I remember the night Mom made sure Betsy and Jon were both out of the house. She cooked my favorite meal—crispy chicken, peas, and onion rye bread, which tasted extra delicious and salty until Dad said that he had something to tell me. The doctors had decided it wasn’t the kidney thing after all, it was actually cancer and they’re working on it but they’re not sure what kind or where it all is and it could be spreading through his lymph nodes but there isn’t really any way to treat it because his kidneys can’t process chemo and whatever they tell him he promises to tell me and he’ll make me a deal that if he gets impatient or crabby just know that he still loves me and it’s just that he’s not feeling well and if I have any questions or I feel worried I can always ask him and he will promise to tell me everything except we don’t know everything yet but he’s still my dad and he always will be and does that sound fair?

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/comman.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
SCRIBNER
NewYork London Toronto Sy






OEBPS/images/9781416592532.jpg
AMEN, AMEIN,
AMEN

- - -

Memoir of a Girl
Who Couldn’t Stop Praying
(Among Other Things)

ABBY SHER

SCRIBNER

New York London  Toronto  Svdnew








OEBPS/images/comman3.jpg





