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Poor Richard’s



For her thirty-third birthday, Holly’s boss, Doug, took her to Poor Richard’s on Northeast Thirty-ninth and Broadway. Katie came along, too, of course, since she was not only Holly’s case director but Doug’s “significant other.”

It was a Tuesday evening so the special was steak and snow crab, which was Holly’s favorite, although Doug always swore by the tenderloin, medium rare, with a deep-fried onion blossom on the side.

The restaurant was crowded and noisy, so that they had to shout to make themselves heard. “Who’s the Long Island Iced Tea?” yelled the server. Holly raised her hand and he passed it over. “Who’s the Fuzzy Navel?”

Doug raised his beer glass and said, “Here’s to Holly… the sweetest girl in the Portland child welfare service. May your days be blessed with sunshine and may your nights be filled with thrills.”

“Doug—” Katie protested, but Holly shook her head and laughed.

“Don’t worry. Just because I’m thirty-three and unattached, that doesn’t mean that I’m going to be living like a nun forever.”

“I don’t know why you broke it off with Eugene,” said Katie. “I know he wasn’t exactly Brad Pitt, but he wasn’t Quasimodo, either.”

“Yes… Eugene…,” said Doug. “I liked Eugene. It struck me that he was always so considerate.”

Holly kept on smiling—that tight, determined smile she always put on when other people tried to order her life for her. “I wasn’t looking for considerate,” she said. “I was looking for impetuous. I was looking for wild. Besides, Eugene wore garters.”

“Garters? Oh my God. You never told me that.”

The server brought their starters: shrimp sauté for Holly, teriyaki chicken strips for Katie and Doug. “You want dip? Blue cheese? Lemon mayo? Tomato and honey?”

“He had a phobia about showing his legs because they weren’t very hairy. He said they looked like a girl’s.”

“Hey, we can’t all be gorillas.”

Over in the dark, oak-paneled bar, more than fifty feet away, a bleached-blond woman in a shiny green cocktail dress was leaning toward a man with a short, iron-gray crewcut. “I have champagne in the icebox,” she was saying. “Well, not real champagne but sparkling wine. We could kick off our shoes and drink sparkling wine and dance.”

Her companion flapped his hand dismissively. “I don’t want to kick off my shoes and drink sparkling wine and dance, okay? I’m fine here. I’m totally…” He searched for a word, but all he could come up with was “fine.”

The woman leaned even closer and started to play with the man’s earlobe. “You don’t know what you’re missing. I could make all of your wildest dreams come true.”

“I don’t have any wildest dreams. I don’t even have any tamest dreams.”

The woman stroked his cheek. The man raised one finger and the bartender poured him another shot of Jack Daniel’s.

“Do you know who you remind me of?” the woman purred.

“No, who do I remind you of?”

“Burt Lancaster, when he was younger.”

“Burt Lancaster’s dead.”

“But you remind me of him. Like, all man, you know? Quiet, but all man.”

The man tossed back the Jack Daniel’s and raised his finger again.

A little farther along the bar, two men in crumpled business suits were talking and laughing. One of them was saying, “So this seventy-year-old guy is sitting in bed reading, okay? And his wife flings open the bathroom door and she’s standing there bare-ass naked, okay, and she shouts out, ‘Super pussy!’ The old guy doesn’t even look up. He just turns the page in his book and says, ‘I’ll take the soup, please.’ ”

Right in the far corner, sitting at a small table with a hammered-copper top, Holly could see two men drinking beers. One of them had his back to her, and because of the red-shaded table lamp, all she could see of his companion was the lower part of his face. He was talking quickly and quietly, and endlessly feeding himself with smoked and salted almonds.

“—depends when you want it done. I don’t know. It’s your decision. Whatever you decide, I’ll work around it. But you have to make up your mind, you know? And once you’ve made up your mind, that’s it, there’s no going back. Because once I’ve told the guy, once I’ve told him, he’s not going to be in contact anymore, he’s going to vanish, piff, and I can’t call him up at the last minute and say, ‘Sorry, the client’s changed his mind,’ you get me?”

The woman in the shiny green dress was trying to stick her tongue in the man’s ear and he kept flinching away from her.

“Listen, I washed my ears before I came out, okay?”

“Don’t you like being licked? I could lick you in places you didn’t even know you had.”

“Give me a break, will you?”

“Why don’t you take me home and let me find out where you like to be licked the most.”

Doug was already looking flushed. He had peppery hair and a freckly complexion and it took only two glasses of Bridgeport ale for his neck to turn crimson. Katie was dark and pale, with iron-gray streaks in her shoulder-length hair, and whenever she drank she pushed her wire-rimmed glasses onto the end of her nose and became very, very meaningful.

“We were thinking, Holly, you know, that maybe you could use some more social interaction.”

“You mean I need to get out more?”

“I mean try new people. Broaden your acquaintanceships.”

“—so this Japanese tourist goes to the bank to change his yen into dollars, right?” said the joker at the bar. “And he says, ‘What’s going on, I got a hundred dollars yesterday, now you’ve only given me ninety-six. Why’s that?’ And the bank teller says, ‘Fluctuations.’ So the Japanese says, ‘Yes, and fluck you Americans too.’ ”

“We’re going out to Mirror Lake this weekend. We were wondering if you were interested in coming along. Doug hasn’t been salmon fishing in months, and I just feel like getting out of the city.”

“Just us three?”

“Well… I was thinking of asking Doug’s friend Ned. You know, it’s always better when it’s a foursome.”

“Have I met Ned?”

“I don’t think so. No, you haven’t. But you’ll really like him.”

“He’s a really terrific guy,” Doug put in. “Great sense of humor, you know. Great practical joker.”

“You’d really like him. He used to play quarterback for Portland U. He’s done pretty well for himself in the wood pulp business. And I can guarantee that he doesn’t wear sock suspenders.”

The man at the table in the corner said, “—you just let me know exactly where she’s going to be, and when, and we’ll take care of the rest. Don’t go variegating your routine. Stay in town and have the cat sense not to do anything that’s different from what you normally do. That’s the mistake that so many clients make. They have a perfect story but for no reason they do something out of character, and that gets the cops asking themselves why did this guy do something out of character—cops being professionally nosey, which is what they’re paid for.”

He said something else, and by the way he curled his lip it looked like something of a threat, but Holly couldn’t quite catch it.

“Oh, come on,” said the woman in the shiny green dress. “We’ll have a ball. I promise you won’t regret it.”

“All right. All right. You win. Shoes off, sparkling wine, licking, whatever you want. No dancing, though. Definitely no dancing.”

“But I like to dance.”

“Listen, I’ll be lucky if I can stand up, forget about dancing.”

“Then maybe we should leave it.”

“What do you mean? I said yes, didn’t I? You’ve been nagging me all evening and now you want to leave it?”

“I know, but you’re drunk. Maybe we should leave it till you sober up.”

The man turned and looked at her for the first time. “I don’t think it would be a good idea to wait until I’m sober, because you don’t turn me on when I’m sober.”

Holly laughed. The woman heard her laugh and turned around, frowning, but Holly was obviously too far away to have overheard what she was saying, and she turned back to the man again, looking cross.

“Lipreading again?” said Doug, sucking teriyaki sauce from his fingers.

“Yes. I know I shouldn’t.”

“Look, how about Mirror Lake?” Katie persisted. “We can swim, we can take the boat out.”

“And what else? Matchmaking ’round the old campfire?”

“Holly, it’s just that I care about you. You’re special.”

Holly kept on smiling. “Let me think about it, okay? But just because I happen to be deaf, that doesn’t mean that I need you to find lovers for me.”

“Did I say anything about lovers? Doug, did I say anything about lovers?”

Holly glanced over to the table in the corner. The man finished his beer and wiped his mouth with a neatly folded paper napkin. “—there won’t be a trace, I guarantee it. You won’t even know she ever existed. How? You don’t want to know how. In fact, the less you know, the better. But this guy’s a pro. You won’t be turning on the news to hear that somebody’s found her detached head in a bus-station locker.”








A Meeting with

“Mickey Slim”



Mickey was waiting for her outside the restaurant, lounging back in his shiny black Oldsmobile Aurora, smoking a cigarette, which he tossed out onto the sidewalk as soon as he saw her.

She said good night to Doug and Katie. “That was great. I had such a good time.”

Doug checked his watch. “You sure you don’t want to come on to C.C. Slaughter’s? Jesus, it’s only a quarter after nine.”

“I’d love to, but I’m really tired. Daisy has a math test tomorrow and I have to see the Joseph family at nine.”

“Oh, the Josephs…. Okay, you’ll need all of your strength for that.”

She kissed them and gave them a wave as they walked away. Then she crossed the sidewalk to the Oldsmobile. Mickey leaned across the seat and unlatched the door for her.

“How’s the sexiest public servant in the Pacific Northwest?”

“A year older. It’s my birthday today.”

“Hey, why didn’t you tell me? I would have bought you something. One of those magic Tillamook necklaces you like so much.”

“You police detective, me social worker. Let’s keep it strictly professional.”

“But I love you.”

“No you don’t. You only love you.”

Mickey was skinny and rangy and almost always wore a black suit and a black shirt with a black necktie. He would have been the first to admit that he wasn’t particularly handsome. His cropped black hair was receding and he had a sharply pointed nose, but he had wounded gray eyes and a kind of etched, half-starved look that seemed to appeal to almost all of the women he met.

His real name was Mickey Kavanagh, but years ago one of his sergeants had christened him “Mickey Slim”—not just because he was so thin, but in honor of the 1950s down-and-outs’ cocktail of choice, gin mixed with DDT, which had the effect of being an upper and a downer at the same time. Which pretty much summed up Mickey’s personality to a T.

“Thanks for that text message,” he told Holly, holding up his cell phone. “Those guys you were lipreading… are they still inside?”

“No, they left about ten minutes ago.”

“Get a look at them?”

“Not very clearly. The one who was doing most of the talking was forty-five, maybe, broad shoulders, long gray hair tied back in a ponytail. Craggy kind of face, if you know what I mean. Acne scars. His accent wasn’t local: The way he was biting the ends of his words, I’d say that he was almost certainly out of Chicago. He used the words cat sense, too, and you very rarely hear anybody outside of Chicago saying that.”

“What about the other one?”

“I never saw him speak. He had his back to me most of the time but he looked as if he were older, more stooped, you know? He was wearing a green raincoat and he was carrying a yellow plastic shopping bag. I think he may have had a mustache.”

“Want to tell me exactly what was said?”

“It was very oblique, most of it. But I’d definitely say that they were arranging to kill some woman. The guy with the ponytail said that he was going to get a real pro to do the job. He said, ‘You won’t even know she ever existed.’ ”

“Want to come back to headquarters and look at some pictures?”

“This is my birthday, Mickey, and Daisy’s waiting up for me.”

“I’ll make it up to you, I promise. I’ll take you out to McCormick and Schmick’s tomorrow night and then we can go back to your place and make love until the steam comes out of our ears.”

“Sorry, Mickey.”

“All right, we can go back to my place and make love until the steam comes out of our ears. You’ll just have to be careful not to kneel in the cat litter.”

“I’ll look at some pictures at home, okay? And if I see a face that rings a bell, I’ll call you.”

“Okay, okay. I know when I’m spurned.”








The Three Concubines



They drove through the brightly lit center of Portland, along the tree-lined transit mall, where people were still strolling between the flower tubs, window-shopping. It had rained earlier, but now the evening was dry and warm, although the lights from the stores and the streetlights and the forty-story Interstate Bank Tower were still reflected in the sidewalks.

“Been busy?” Holly asked Mickey.

“Are you kidding me? Those missing women are driving me nuts.”

“No leads?”

He shook his head. “We still don’t know for sure if they’re in any way connected. I know they were all successful professional women, all four of them, and they all disappeared without telling their husbands or their friends where they were going. But until at least one of them shows up…”

“Any theories?”

“Personally, I think they all decided that their family responsibilities were holding them back and that the simplest thing to do would be to walk out the door and never come back.”

“You think they all did that, independently of each other? That doesn’t seem very likely.”

“Why not? One walks out, the others see it on the news and think, What am I doing here with this Homer Simpson of a husband and these snotty ungrateful kids? I could do that.”

Holly shook her head. “I’m not so sure. I know men walk out on their families sometimes.”

“Why not women? Sarah Hargitay ran a very successful real estate business; Jennie McLellan had a thriving patisserie; Kay Padowska was a senior manager at First Portland Bank; and Helena Carlsson was a big noise in the Port Authority. All dominant, single-minded women.”

“I’m a dominant, single-minded woman, but I wouldn’t just walk out on my life.”

“That’s because you’d miss me too much.”

“Are you kidding? I’d miss you like I miss hay fever when it starts to rain.”

Ahead of them they caught sight of three burly women in red, blue, and yellow cheongsams, with high collars and slit skirts, tottering arm in arm along the mall together. Mickey put down his window and called, “Hey, girls!”

They came tripping over in their little silk Chinese slippers. Their faces were caked with thick layers of dead-white rice powder so that their five-o’clock shadows were covered, and their eyebrows were plucked into thin, startled arches.

“Lieutenant Kavanagh! What a wo-oh-onderful surprise!”

“Did you get that job at Embers Avenue?”

“Are you kidding me?” shrilled the girl in the blue cheongsam.

“They were so cruel to us, you don’t have any idea,” added the girl in the red cheongsam. “They were beasts.”

“They said, ‘Who are you supposed to be, The Three Stooges Meet Fu Manchu?’ ”

“Hey, you’ll get over it,” said Mickey. “You know you’ve got talent. When I saw you three singing ‘Getting to Know You’ that time… what can I say? Whoa, unforgettable.”

“Who’s the car candy?” asked the girl in the blue cheongsam, nodding toward Holly.

“Oh, I’m sorry. This is a good friend of mine, Holly Summers. She’s a caseworker for the Portland Children’s Welfare Department. One of the city’s finest. Holly, this is Lotus Flower, August Moon, and Bruce.”

“Good to meet you, honey,” said Lotus Flower, reaching into the car and gripping Holly’s hand. “You just watch this guy: He’s got a reputation with us women.”

They drove on. “Some characters, huh?” Mickey remarked. “Portland, City of Roses? More like the City of Fruits.”








A Birthday Wish



Daisy was already in her pink Barbie pajamas when Holly turned the key in the door. She was sitting at the kitchen table with a mug of hot chocolate, watching television. Marcella, the nanny, was standing at the sink, washing dishes.

“Hi, Ms. Summers. You came back early.”

“I guess I was a little tired, that’s all.”

“Hi, Mommy. Did you have a good time?”

Holly kissed Daisy on top of her head. Daisy was eight and a half, both pretty and gawky at the same time, all arms and legs, with long blond hair and a snubby little nose. She had her father’s eyes: blue as bellflowers and with the same sparkle of suppressed mischief. For Holly’s birthday, Daisy had made her a scrapbook crowded with pictures cut from magazines, recipes, poems, and Polaroid photographs that she had taken of places they had visited together, like the Japanese Garden and the Oregon Zoo and Multnomah Falls. It must have taken her hours and who could guess how many bottles of glue, and Holly had been so touched that her eyes had filled up with tears.

“You want a hot chocolate?” asked Marcella.

“No, thanks, Marcella. I think I could use a glass of wine. I have some work to do on the computer.”

“Won’t you be able to test me, then?” said Daisy brightly.

“I have some work to do on the computer after I’ve tested you.”

“All right I go now?” said Marcella, hanging up her apron.

“Oh, sure. And here’s your money for last week. Sorry it’s late.”

“You don’t worry, Ms. Summers. I would look after Daisy free and for nothing, you know that.”

Finding Marcella had been a godsend. She was forty-five, Italian, small and plump, with sweet, doll-like features and tiny hands and feet, like a Madonna figure from a church altar. Her three sons had all grown up and left Portland and her husband Luigi had been taken by lung cancer. (“He smoke like Mount Saint Helens.”) Holly had met her when she moved into her third-story apartment on top of the Torrefazione Restaurant in the Pearl District. Marcella had been working in the restaurant kitchen, and she had offered to keep an eye on Daisy while Holly struggled up and down the stairs with cardboard boxes and suitcases and clothes. After that she had agreed to look after Daisy every afternoon, after school. She called Daisy mia bomboletta, meaning “my little fritter.”

Holly opened the fridge and took out a bottle of Duck Pond chardonnay. She poured herself a large glass and then sat at the kitchen table and kicked off her shoes.

“Did you have a cake?” asked Daisy.

“Uh-huh. I had bread-and-butter pudding with three candles in it.”

“And did you make a wish?”

Holly took hold of Daisy’s hand. “Sure I made a wish. But I can’t tell you what it is or it won’t come true.”

Not only that, she didn’t want to tell Daisy what her wish had been: that five-year-old Daniel Joseph wouldn’t have to suffer anymore. Daisy knew all about Holly’s work, but she wasn’t yet old enough to understand the mundane horrors that parents are capable of inflicting on their own children. Yesterday afternoon at four forty-five Holly had been called to a house in Happy Valley where a mother had pressed her six-year-old daughter’s hand onto a sizzling skillet and kept it there for over ten seconds. The reason? “She said wicked things. She said my brother kept touching her under her nightdress and she didn’t like it. My brother would never do a thing like that.” Her brother was twenty-nine, with two convictions for theft and aggravated assault.








Portland’s Most Wanted



Like Holly, Daisy had always found math difficult, and it took over an hour for her to answer all the questions in her test paper. Holly felt sorry for her, because she could remember sitting alone at the back of the class when everybody else had finished their tests and gone out to play, tearfully trying to understand why 248 and 507 didn’t add up to 779.

The trouble was, numbers didn’t look like numbers. She thought that 2s looked like swans and 4s like sailboats and 8s like hourglasses, and how could you possibly add up swans and sailboats and hourglasses?

At last it was time for Daisy to go to bed. She had a small room directly opposite the converted bedroom that Holly used as her office. It had flowery pink-and-green wallpaper and flowery pink-and-green drapes and her pink-painted bed was covered with a patchwork quilt that Holly had bought at a secondhand store on Everett called Quilty Party. On top of Daisy’s desk stood a jostling throng of Barbies: ballet Barbies, beach Barbies, walking-the-poodle Barbies, headless Barbies, one-armed Barbies, and Barbies dressed up in clothes that Daisy had cut out herself from cotton scraps (she wanted to be fashion designer when she grew up). All these Barbies were Holly’s only material concession to Daisy having no father.

“I feel sick,” said Daisy, as Holly tucked her in.

“I know. That’s because you have a math test tomorrow.”

“No, I feel really sick. Like I’m going to hurl all over my pillow. I mean, bleagghh, all my meatballs, all my spaghetti, all my Jell-O, everything.”

“That’s because you have a math test tomorrow.”

“I might have meningitis.”

Holly laid a hand on Daisy’s forehead. “You do not have meningitis, I promise you.”

“AIDS, then.”

 

She went into her office and switched on her orange Mac. Compared to Daisy’s clutter, this space was sparse and cool and painted in plain magnolia, with only three decorations on the walls: a glaring Tillamook mask made out of varnished wood; a color photograph of Daisy two days after she was born, with Holly’s parents; and a black-and-white photograph of Holly sitting with her feet in the glassy water of Ira’s Fountain, with David sitting a few feet away, his Dockers rolled up to the knee, staring in alarm in the opposite direction as if he had just caught sight of his future walking toward him.

In this photograph Holly looked painfully young and vulnerable, her blond hair cropped like the young Mia Farrow, her thin knees knocked together. These days she cut her hair in a more businesslike bob, but there was still something of the same breakable quality about her.

Next to her desk stood a stark black iron standard lamp and a fig tree in a black-varnished basket, and that was all. Yet, somehow the room gave her away, almost as explicitly as a signed confession. It was almost too sure of itself.

She logged on to the Portland Police Bureau’s Most Wanted page. She tilted back in her captain’s chair as she scrolled through the mug shots, sipping her wine. One dumb-looking meathead after another, dozens of them, and they all shared the same look of bewilderment, as if they couldn’t quite believe that they were human beings like the rest of us.

John Shine, thirty-seven, wanted for kidnap and homicide. Ernest Valdez, twenty-three, wanted for kidnap and rape. Leon Broughton, twenty-six, wanted for robbery, arson, and assault with a deadly weapon. Emily Card Venue, thirty-three, wanted for triple infanticide.

Anybody who didn’t know much about children’s welfare would have found it hard to understand what had led these faces to be wanted for such serious crimes. But Holly had seen too many little girls with third-degree burns on their hands, like the little girl in Happy Valley yesterday afternoon, and too many baby boys with maroon bruises on their cheeks and reeking diapers, and she knew exactly why these people couldn’t quite believe they were human beings and why they resented the rest of the world so deeply.

An instant message rose up on her screen.

“Good evening, Holly. Sorry to introduce myself this way. My name’s Ned Fiedler. Doug tells me he mentioned me at your birthday dinner tonite. And, btw, happy birthday.”

“Hello Ned,” Holly typed back. “What can I do 4 U?”

“Maybe I’m being too pushy here Holly but I’d VERY much like it if you could join us at the lake this weekend.”

“Don’t think I can make it Ned. I have a whole lot of work 2 catch up on. Laundry too.”

“Well, can I respectfully ask you to consider it? From what Katie says, I’d really enjoy your company.”

“OK, I’ll think about it.”

“You can contact me at fiedlerpulp@aol.com anytime. I’m waiting for your call. With bated breath.”

Holly smiled and shook her head in disbelief. Men had come onto her in bars and restaurants and even in the office, but nobody had approached her by Hotmail before. She found herself wondering what he looked like. Short and fat, probably, with a drape-over hair-style, a shiny mohair suit, and a personalized license plate saying WOODGOD.

She went back to the mug shots. Roman Fischer, forty-two, wanted for armed robbery. Christopher Friekman, thirty-four, wanted for narcotics offenses and extortion. Billy Positano, nineteen, wanted for rape, assault with a deadly weapon, and grand theft auto.

Then she stopped and scrolled back up again. On the right-hand side of the screen—although he looked fifty pounds thinner and his head was shaved—was the man she had seen talking in Poor Richard’s this evening, she was sure of it. Merlin Krauss, fifty-two, wanted for extortion and attempted homicide. The same acne-eroded cheeks, the same jawline, but more important the same mouth that she had been watching so intently, with a question-mark-shaped scar on the left side of the upper lip. Holly could tell that he had actually been saying something when this mug shot was taken, because his upper teeth were lightly balanced on his lower lip, his lower lip was slightly rolled over, and his cheeks were drawn in. It was the letter F, and Holly could imagine the rest of the word.

She dialed Mickey’s number and sent him a text message.

“Believe suspect Merlin Krauss.”

There was a long pause, but then Mickey texted back.

“100 pc?”

“110 pc.”

“Yr an angel. Talk 2 U 2mro.”

For a long time Holly sat finishing her wine and staring at Merlin Krauss. I wonder what made you what you are, Merlin, she thought. I wonder what nightmares you were brought up with. Or are you just what you look like, evil and stupid?








Daisy’s Nightmare



In the middle of the night, her bedroom door was hurled wide open and Daisy leaped onto her bed, sweaty and tangled up and shaking. Oh God. Holly put her arm tightly around her and then she reached over for the bedside lamp.

“What’s the matter, pumpkin? What’s happened?”

Daisy lifted her head so that her mother could see what she was saying. Her face was pale and her hair was stuck to her forehead. “I had a horrible dream. I dreamed that I woke up and I couldn’t hear anything.”

“Well, shush, don’t you worry, that’s never going to happen to you.”

“It was like all these people were screaming at me and I couldn’t hear anything at all, and they were all angry with me because I couldn’t hear. They had black eyes with just holes in them and they kept screaming and screaming.”

Holly gave her a squeeze and then she folded back the white loose-weave bedspread and allowed Daisy to crawl into bed next to her. “There… you can stay with me for a while. How about a glass of water?”

Daisy shook her head. “I was so frightened. It was horrible.”

“I know. But it was only a nightmare, wasn’t it? And it isn’t the end of the world, being deaf. Even if they invented a way of helping me to hear again, I don’t think I’d want to try it.”

Daisy fiddled with the ribbons on Holly’s nightshirt, tying them into an elaborate knot. “Tell me when you got deaf.”

“Oh, come on. You know how I got deaf.”

“I know but I like it when you tell me.”

“It’s a quarter of three in the morning, sweetheart, and you have your math test tomorrow.”

“But it won’t take very long.”

“Daisy…”

“Please, Mommy. If I go back to bed now, all those screaming people with no eyes will come back.”

Holly sighed. “All right, then. One day when I came home from school I felt hot and I had a headache.”

“No, no. Tell me about the house and the singing lesson and the chicken pie.”

Oh, well, thought Holly, and started to repeat the time-honored version, word for word. “When I was just about your age I used to live with my daddy and mommy and my brother Tyrone in a tall, thin house on Nob Hill. The house was painted cinnamon red and we had a canary in a cage on the back porch that used to whistle all day. One morning in April I went to school and we had a singing lesson. I used to love singing. We sang ‘Green Grow the Rushes-O.’ When I came home my mommy had made chicken pie and that was my favorite, but I felt all hot and I had a headache and I couldn’t eat more than a mouthful. My mommy took me upstairs to bed and then I was sick.

“I was sick again and again and my headache got so bad that I was screaming. My mommy gave me some Anacin and put me to bed, and that was the last thing that I remembered. When I woke up I was lying in the hospital, and my daddy was sitting in an armchair watching me. I said, ‘Daddy, where am I?’ and he got up from his chair and sat down next to me and gave me a cuddle and he was crying. I’d never seen my daddy cry before.

“I kept on saying, ‘Where am I? Where’s Mommy?’ but he didn’t answer me. It was then that I saw that his lips were moving but no words were coming out. I couldn’t hear him talking, and I couldn’t hear anybody walking around, and I couldn’t even hear the bedsheets rustling. I said, ‘Daddy, I can’t hear you,’ and I couldn’t even hear myself saying it.

“It was like my head had filled up with water.”

“You were very sad, weren’t you?” said Daisy, prompting her.

“Yes, I was very sad. My daddy and mommy took me to an ear specialist but the ear specialist said that I would be deaf for the rest of my life. No more ‘Green Grow the Rushes-O.’ No more dogs barking or bells ringing or canary whistling on the back porch. And the strange thing was, I didn’t just feel as if I couldn’t hear, I felt invisible too. When people found out that I was deaf, they stopped talking to me. They even stopped looking at me, as if I had vanished.

“But my mommy didn’t allow me to feel sorry for myself. She came from a strong family of Oregon pioneers who always believed that you had to make the best of things, no matter how lousy your luck.”

Daisy nodded and softly said it with her: “No matter how lousy your luck.”

“She took me for a walk along the Wildwood Trail one morning, when the sun was shining through the trees. She brought a picnic, and there was cold chicken pie. She held it up and said ‘Chick-en pie,’ very slowly and carefully, and pointed to her lips. Then she held up a bottle of Coke and said ‘Coke.’ I guess I’d already started to lip-read by myself, because I was so desperate to know what people were saying, but it was only then that I realized I could learn to lip-read better and better.

“After that I spent hours watching people talking on television, and when I was out shopping with my mother I used to stare at people’s lips until they thought I was cracked.

“But one Saturday morning my father came downstairs and I could see him saying ‘Where’s my slippers, Claudine?’ and I said, ‘Under the couch.’ Well, that was the second time I saw my daddy cry. He just stood in the middle of the living room and he burst into tears.”








One Hell of a Day


The next morning it was raining—heavy, cold curtains which trailed across Portland from the northwest. After she had driven Daisy and Daisy’s friend Arlo to school, Holly crossed the Burnside Bridge to the Southeast District. Below her, the Willamette River had the dull gleam of polished lead, and the tourists who were lining the decks of the sternwheeler paddle-boats were all kitted out in bright yellow slickers.
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