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Prologue



As young girls living in a peaceful and relatively crime-free community, Karen Stoker and I should have had an adolescence full of hope, an adolescence of bright colors, sweet things, and upbeat music. No one season should have looked drearier than another. Winter should have been dazzlingly white, with icicles resembling strings of diamonds and the air jingling with our laughter at the crunch of snow beneath our boots. Spring, summer, and fall would each have its own magic. In fact, our lives should have been one long and forever special day protected by loving parents and family.

Ghosts and goblins, creatures from below or out of the darkness, were to be nothing more than movie and comic-book creations to make us scream with delight in the same way we might scream sitting on a roller coaster plunging through an illusion of disaster. Afterward we would gasp and hug each other in utter joy that we were still alive. Our excited eyes would look as if tiny diamonds floated around our pupils. Our feet would look as if we had springs in them when we walked, and all the adults in our families would cry for mercy and ask us to take our boundless energy outside so they could catch their breath.

That was the way it should have been; it could have been, but there was something dark and evil incubating just under the surface of the world in which we lived, in which I, especially, lived. I was in a protective rose-colored bubble, oblivious and happy, pirouetting like a ballerina on ice, unaware of the rumbling below and never dreaming that I could fall through into the freezing waters of sorrow and horror, the parents of our worst nightmares.

It was Karen who showed me all this, Karen who pointed it out, lifted the shade, and had me look through the window into the shadows that loitered ominously just beyond our imaginary safe havens. I thought Karen was like Superwoman with X-ray eyes, who could see through false faces and through false promises.

I wanted to be Karen’s best friend the first moment I set eyes on her after we had moved into the Doral house, a house made infamous by its original owners, because the wife, Lucy Doral, was said to have murdered her husband, Brendon, and buried him somewhere on the property. His body was never found, and she was never charged with any crime, because she claimed he had run off, and back in the nineteenth century, it was much more difficult to track people. No one could prove or disprove what she had said. However, the house had a stigma attached to it, and it remained abandoned for many years before it was bought and sold three times during the past eighty-five years. Each owner made some necessary upgrade in plumbing and electricity, as well as expanding the building.

My brother, Jesse, saw the house briefly when my father took a second look at it and brought him along, but Jesse went off for his college orientation in Michigan a week before we moved, so he didn’t spend any real time in our new home until his holiday break at Thanksgiving, and he was too excited about going to college to really think about where we were going to live. Later, when he did spend time in it, I found him surprisingly aloof and disinterested. It was as if he was already on his way toward his independent life and we were now merely a way station along that journey.

Karen claimed she understood his attitude.

She and I often sat upstairs in the attic of my house to carry on our little talks, because it was such a private place away from the newer, expanded kitchen and living room below that had been part of an add-on. There was a short stairway on the south end of the upstairs landing leading up to the attic door. It had no banister, and the old wooden steps moaned like babies with bellyaches when we walked up. For me, and even more for Karen, the most interesting thing about our house was exploring it and the grounds around it.

“Maybe we’ll discover the remains of Mr. Doral,” she said, “or at least some important evidence. She could have sealed him in a wall as the character did in Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Cask of Amontillado,’ ” she whispered, and put her ear to walls as if she could still hear the poor man moaning and begging to be freed.

As soon as she laid eyes on the attic, she declared it was the most fascinating part of the house, because it was large and contained so many old things, furnishing, boxes filled with old sepia pictures, dust-coated lamps, a few bed mattresses and some pots and dishware that previous owners didn’t care to take with them. There was even some costume jewelry. Karen thought they might have forgotten they had put it all there. She said everything looked as if it had been deserted. She almost made me cry with the way she embraced a pillow or caressed an old dresser, claiming all were on the verge of disappearing and were so grateful we had come up to befriend and claim them. She said it was a nest of orphans, and then she clapped her hands and declared that we would adopt them all and make them all feel wanted again.

“I know just what your brother is feeling about this place, this town,” she told me after he had returned to college at the end of his Christmas holiday recess and I had complained to her about how indifferent he seemed to be the whole time he was home. He didn’t care that we had to drive miles and miles to go to a movie or that there were no fancy restaurants in our village. He didn’t care that there were no streetlights on our road or that our nearest neighbor was a half-mile away.

Karen and I were sitting on an old leather settee that had wrinkled and cracked cushions reminding us of an aged face dried close to parchment by Father Time. After only our second time up there, Karen christened the attic “our nest.” Neither the stale, hot trapped air nor the cobwebs in the corners bothered her. We aired it out and dusted as best we could, but it never seemed that clean. She told me we shouldn’t care, because clubhouses, secret places, were supposed to look and be like this and we were lucky to have it.

The day we talked about Jesse, we both had put on old-fashioned dresses with ankle-length skirts and lots of lace, wide-brimmed flowery hats, and imitation diamond and emerald earrings we had found in an old black trunk that Karen said were like those that had gone down with the Titanic. I wore an ostentatious fake pearl necklace that had turned a shade of pale yellow. Karen wore a pair of black old-fashioned clodhopper shoes, too, and a pair of those thick nylon stockings we saw elderly women wear, the kind that fell in ripples down their calves and around their ankles.

“Oh, really? What’s my brother feeling?” I asked, a little annoyed that she thought she could interpret him better than I could.

“It’s simple. Don’t be thick. You think I’d be here if I didn’t have to?” she asked. “If I were in college like your brother, I wouldn’t come back even on holidays. Not me. I want to live in a big, exciting city that never sleeps, a city with grand lights and continuous parties, traffic and noise and people, a city with so much happening you can’t decide whether to go uptown or downtown. Don’t you?”

Her eyes filled with such exhilaration it was as if she had the power to lift us and carry us off on a flying carpet to her magical metropolis. She held out her arms and spun around so hard she nearly fell over from dizziness, making me laugh. I had lived in Yonkers, which was very close to New York City, and didn’t think big-city life held all the enchantment she thought it did, but I agreed with everything she said, because I wanted so to be her dearest friend and I enjoyed listening to her fantasies and dreams.

I was ever so grateful that I had this house, this attic, this stage where we could act out our imaginings or look at the faded sepia pictures of young men and women and make up romantic stories about them. This one died in childbirth; that one took her own life when her lover betrayed her or her father forbade her to marry him. Karen never failed to come up with a plot or a name. All her stories were romantic but sad. She seemed capable of drawing these tales and the characters out of the very attic walls.

I did come to believe there was something magical about being in our nest, something that helped us mine our imaginations with ease. There were only two naked light fixtures dangling from the attic ceiling, casting uneven illumination, but Karen didn’t complain about it. She said she rather liked the eerie and mysterious atmosphere it created, and I tried hard to feel the same way. Putting on the old clothes, sitting among the antiques, gave us the inspiration to fantasize and plan, she more than I, but I was learning fast to be more like her and let my imagination roam.

I told her so.

“Yes, why not?” she asked, lifting her eyes and looking as if she were standing on a stage. “After all, it’s our imagination that frees us from the chains and weight of our dull reality. Come dreams and fantasies. Overwhelm me.”

She could make statements and gesture with such dramatic flair that I could only stare and smile with amazement. I told her she should go out for the school plays. She grimaced.

“And be confined by someone else’s vision, plot, characters? Never,” she said. “We must remain always free spirits. Your house, our nest, is the only stage I want to be on.”

Our new home was on Church Road in Sandburg, New York, a hamlet that Karen claimed gave credence to the theory that some form of sedative had seeped into the groundwater. Karen said there was a picture of Sandburg next to the word sleepy in the dictionary.

“People here have to be woken up to be told they’ve woken up,” she told me.

“Maybe that’s why it’s called Sandburg. They named it after the Sandman,” I added, always trying to keep up with her wit.

“No, no one was that creative. It’s named after the nearby creek. Speaking of names, I like yours,” she told me.

“My name? Why?”

“I envy people with unusual names. Zipporah. It shows your parents weren’t lazy when it came to naming you. My name is so common, my parents could have imitated Tarzan and Jane and called me Girl, and it wouldn’t have made all that much difference,” she said, the corners of her mouth turning down and looking as if they dripped disgust. I couldn’t imagine how someone like her could be unhappy with herself in any way.

“It’s not so common. I like your name. It takes too long to say mine.”

“It does not. Don’t let anyone call you Zip,” she warned. “It sounds too much like the slang for zero, and you’re no zero.”

“What makes you so sure?” I asked. How had she come to that conclusion so quickly? I wasn’t exactly Miss Popularity with either the girls or the boys at my last school. In fact, I had yet to receive a single letter or phone call from a single old friend.

“Don’t worry. I have a built-in zero detector. I’ll point out the zeros in our school, and you’ll clearly see that I know a zero from a nonzero.”

It didn’t take long for me to believe she could do that. Anyone she disliked, I disliked; anyone she thought was a phony, I did as well.

Both Karen and I were fifteen at the time, less than a year away from getting our junior driver’s licenses. She was two months older. With passing grades in the high school driver’s education class, we could get our senior licenses at seventeen, which meant we would be able to drive after dark. We would also get a discount on auto insurance. This was all more important to me than to her, because I was confident I could eventually have a car of my own. Jesse had his own car, a graduation present, so I assumed I would, too.

We talked about getting our licenses and a car all the time, dreaming of the places we would visit and the fun we would have. Sometimes, up in the nest, we pretended we were in my car driving along. We’d sit on the old sofa, and as I simulated driving, she pointed out the scenery in Boston or New Orleans and especially California, shouting out the names of famous buildings, bridges, and statues. We used travel brochures and pretended we were actually plotting out an impending vacation.

We considered a driver’s license to be our passport to adulthood. As soon as you got your license, your image among your peers and even adults changed. You had control of a metallic monster, the power to move over significant distances at will, and you could grant a seat on the journey with a nod and make someone, even someone older, beholden.

“Of course, it’s obvious we don’t need a car to get around Sandburg,” Karen said. “It’s so small the sign that says ‘Leaving Sandburg, Come Visit Us Again,’ is on the back of the sign that says ‘Entering Sandburg, Welcome.’ ”

When I told Jesse what Karen had said, he laughed hysterically and said he was going to try to get a sign made up like that and put it on his dorm-room wall. He was so excited about the idea that I wished I had been the one to say it, especially after he remarked, “Your girlfriend is pretty clever and not just pretty.”

The imaginary sign wasn’t all that much of an exaggeration. There was only one traffic light in the whole hamlet. It was at the center where the two main streets joined to form a T, and because this was a summer resort community, during the fall, winter, and spring, the traffic light was turned into a blinker, more often ignored than obeyed. If Sparky—the five-year-old cross between a German shepherd and a collie owned by Ron Black, the owner of Black’s Café—could speak, he would bear witness against three-quarters of the so-called upstanding citizens who ignored the light. Whenever he was sprawled on the sidewalk, Karen and I noticed that Sparky always raised his head from his paws each time a car drove through the red without stopping. He looked as if he was making a mental note of the license plate.

We laughed about it. Oh, how we laughed at ourselves, our community, our neighbors, back then. There seemed to be so much that provided for our amusement, such as the way Al Peron, the village’s biggest landlord, strutted atop the roof of one of his buildings with his arms folded across his chest, his chin up, as if he were the lord of the manor, looking over his possessions. We called him Our Own Mussolini, because he resembled the Italian dictator as pictured in our history textbook. We giggled at the way Mrs. Krass, whose husband owned the fish market, swayed like a fish swimming when she walked. Stray cats followed cautiously behind her as if they expected some fresh tuna to fall out of her pockets.

We laughed about Mr. Buster, the postal clerk, whose Adam’s apple moved like a yo-yo when he repeated your order for stamps and wrote it down on a small pad before giving them to you, and we shook our heads at the way the Langer Dairy building leaned to the left, a building Karen called the Leaning Tower of Sandburg.

“If too many customers stand on one side, it might just topple,” she declared. Mrs. Langer wondered why Karen and I shrieked and then hurried from one side to the other when people came in behind us.

Karen and I observed so many little things about our community, things that no one else seemed to notice or care to notice. I began to wonder if we indeed had a bird’s-eye view of everything and floated far above our world. Whenever I mentioned something Karen and I had noted, my mother or my father would say, “Oh, really? I never thought of that,” or, “I never realized it.” Maybe adults see things too deeply, I thought, and miss what’s on the surface. They were once like us and saw what we saw, but they forget.

Karen agreed.

“Time is like a big eraser,” she said.

It was Karen’s idea that we should write down all these insights and discoveries someday, because it was a form of history, our personal history, and we would become like our parents, oblivious, distracted.

“Years and years from now, when we’re both married and have clumps of children pulling on our skirts wailing and demanding, and we look like hags with cigarettes drooping from the corners of our mouths, we’ll remember all this fondly, even though we make fun of it now,” she said. “That’s why it’s so important.”

It did sound important enough to write down, but we never created that book together. We often talked about doing it. Later, when we had little else to do, we passed some of our time remembering this and that as if we were both already in our late seventies, reminiscing about our youth, looking back with nostalgia and regret.

It was lost for both of us just that quickly.
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Living in a Fantasy




My mother, my father, and I moved into the Doral house in mid-August 1962. Jesse had left for his college orientation the day before, and I was so envious I nearly cried. I think that was why he put me in charge of his things. Unlike so many of my girlfriends who had brothers, I didn’t fight with mine. He teased me whenever he could, but he was never mean to me, and he was always very protective. He was an honor society student and a baseball star for our high school. The college in Michigan awarded him a scholarship to play for the college team, in fact.

He didn’t care so much about which room he would have in our new house, but he did take the one across from mine. It was about the same size. He told me to look after his precious stamp collection, which consisted of almost a dozen thick albums. He kept them in a carton on the floor in his closet.

“If the house catches on fire or there is a roof leak,” he said, “go for it before you go for anything else. Someday it will be worth the house and more.”

I asked my father if that was true, and he said, “Could be. He’s done a great deal of research on it, and he’s been into collecting stamps ever since he could lick one.”

My respect for Jesse grew instantly. How could someone his age collect something that would be worth more than our whole house? Surely, that took great insight, great intelligence. I wondered how we could come from the same parents and yet he could be so much more intelligent than I was.

On the other hand, according to my mother, we hadn’t paid all that much for the house. She said it was a “steal,” and I wondered if that was why my father said what he had about Jesse’s stamp collection. The house was a sprawling, two-story Queen Anne with a wraparound porch, a fieldstone foundation, a basement with a dirt floor, and an attic that ran almost the entire width of the main house. The add-ons that came over the last forty or so years made the house look as if it were expanding on its own. I called it “a house with a gut.” My parents fell in love with it despite its eerie history and sprawling layout.

“It has character,” my father said. He saw the house as masculine, aging but distinguished with wisdom in its cladding and its walls, as if it had absorbed the most important things about the world and on quiet nights would transfer it all to us while we slept. After all, it stood boldly on a small knoll just off the road, making it seem as if whoever lived in it lorded over all around it. My father even liked the cracked macadam driveway, because the lines were “like character lines in an old man’s face.” He vowed he would never pave it over.

My mother saw the house as feminine, full of charm, the eclectic Queen Anne architecture reminding her of a woman who flitted from one style or fashion to another, wanting a little of this and a little of that. To her, the shutters over the panel windows resembled “eyebrows,” and she swore she had seen the windows “wink” at her when the sun slipped behind the heavy leafed oak, hickory, and maple trees that bordered the property on three sides. She fell instantly in love with the sitting room, because it was distinguished from the living room. She said it was a place where the various mistresses of the house had come to rock and crochet while their friends visited to weave gossip through one another’s heads.

“Think of all the wonderful chatter these walls heard,” she told me. The way she said it gave me the feeling she believed she could somehow hear the whispered echoes of the tittle-tattle late at night. She vowed to make it so feminine that my father or my brother would feel he had stepped into the woman’s powder room if either dared enter.

My mother saw all sorts of possibilities in renovations, despite having no background in decorating, design, or architecture. That didn’t discourage her from going full throttle at new window treatments, flooring, and wallpaper. I always admired her for her self-confidence and courage. I hoped I would take after her. She was a registered nurse, specializing in cardiac care before most hospitals had specific cardiac care units. She never had a problem getting a job.

My mother took great pains to effect our move to Sandburg in time for me to get set up in a new school. It was one of the conditions she threw down like a gauntlet when my father told her about his opportunity in a growing law firm in the Catskills resort area and his desire for us to pull up anchor and settle in Sandburg because the real estate was so reasonable. Disrupting her and their social and professional lives was one thing, but tinkering with my education was another. She didn’t have to worry about Jesse, since he was on his way, but she was very concerned about me.

My father anticipated her reaction. It was his way to pretend he didn’t think of those things and then quickly acquiesce. That was a game they played with each other, a sort of loving sparring over everything from a new appliance to clothes to a new automobile to visiting family. My mother presented her arguments, and he put up his token resistance, only later to reveal that he had already taken steps to do just what she wanted. He knew her that well, and I think she knew him, too, but was smart enough to permit him the facade of having made the decision.

None of this was really deception or conniving. It was all done out of a deep love and respect that they had for each other. I was aware of it but not as appreciative of it as Karen was when she observed them and contrasted them with her own parents. My parents were affectionate, always ending an argument or a spirited discussion with a kiss to reassure each other and, if Jesse or I were there, to reassure us that all was well.

“I wish I were your sister,” Karen told me more than once. “I wish your parents were mine.”

In the early days of our relationship, I would say, “So do I,” even though I really would rather have her as a friend. Sisters get compared too much, and I didn’t think I matched up to her in looks. To me, my eyes were too far apart, my nose was too large, and my lips were a little crooked. Of course, my mother thought I was just a nutty teenager when I complained.

“You’re as cute as a button,” she would tell me.

Karen was the sort of girl who was as cute as a button until she was fourteen or fifteen and then suddenly began to blossom into a beautiful young woman, her body obediently following the commands of our sex seemingly overnight. Her jeans became tighter around her rear, and her bosom filled out, became rounder. I will always remember that afternoon at school just before the Thanksgiving holidays when she slowed down as she passed me in the hallway to whisper, “Guess what I noticed this morning?”

“What?” I asked. We both continued to walk. I smiled to myself but kept my eyes fixed ahead of me. We passed words between us the way good relay racers passed the baton.

“My cleavage. I have a distinctly deeper cleavage,” she said, and sped up.

I remember feeling lighter instantly. It was as if I were filling with helium and about to rise to the ceiling. She walked on ahead of me, her head slightly down, but I hesitated to catch up, because I didn’t know what to say.

Congratulations? That’s nice?

Or lucky you? When would I see more of a distinctly deeper cleavage, if ever?

I didn’t want to sound envious, even though that was exactly what I was. Just recently we had been talking more about our bodies and our looks. I was terrified of fading into the background like someone in the chorus while Karen moved downstage and became the star spotlighted in every boy’s eyes. It was already happening as far as I was concerned.

She turned into our classroom, paused, and smiled back at me, drawing her shoulders toward each other to flash that cleavage. Some of the senior boys noticed and popped their eyes.

“Venez, mon animal de compagnie,” she called to me, which meant, “Come, my pet.”

We were both taking French as our language elective. It all came much easier to her than it did to me. In those days, the public schools still offered language study and we could choose between Spanish and French. It was, in fact, a requirement for graduation. Jesse had taken French and could read it well, and whenever he was home, he practiced with Karen, the two of them speaking so quickly I felt like a foreigner. Eventually, the schools dropped the requirement and cut back on their language teachers to trim budgets when we discovered that everyone in the world, even the French, wanted to learn English, so we didn’t have to bother. At least, that’s what my father says.

“Bonjour, mon jolie,” Karen would say every morning when we greeted each other on the school bus.

“Bonjour, Mademoiselle Amerique,” I would respond, which meant, “Good morning, Miss America.”

The others riding the bus would think us mad because of how we giggled afterward or how we strutted like peacocks down the aisle to exit, practicing some new French phrase. Wherever we were, we performed a duet.

Right from the beginning, Karen and I gravitated to each other like two birds of a feather uncomfortable with the variety of flocks gathering in our school and community. I noticed rather quickly that she wasn’t a favorite among the girls at school. That puzzled me, because she seemed perfect to me. Certainly, no one appreciated her as much as I did. She had some acquaintances here and there but no close heart-to-heart relationships, the sort that made some pairs of girls look like conjoined twins, laughing at the same things, hating the same things and people, and falling in love with the same boy from week to week, depending, as Karen would say, “on the phase of the moon.” We were almost like that, but there was always something different about us, and as Karen was fond of saying, “Vive la difference.”

I guess we were both a little weird, leaning just enough toward the unexpected and unusual for our peers to distrust us. It was important for us to be original. Karen came up with the idea of our being two parts of the same person.

“What we’ll do is share things in ways other girls would never think of sharing,” she told me.

“Like what?”

“Like earrings, for example. Here,” she said, taking off one of hers. “You wear this one on your right ear. I’ll wear this one on my left.”

It seemed amusing to do, but no one really noticed, so she came up with sharing shoes, since we had the same size. I’d wear her left shoe, and she’d wear my left shoe. We traded every morning on the bus. That caught everyone’s attention, and when we were asked about it, Karen would say, “We are becoming spiritual sisters, two bodies, one heart.”

There were lots of puzzled expressions punctuated with “Huh?” or “What?” and then the shaking of heads.

Every other day, Karen would come up with a new idea to illustrate what she was telling them. We shared the tops and bottoms of skirt-and-blouse outfits, socks, halves of sandwiches, anything, in fact, that we could divide in two. We even practiced finishing each other’s answers in class. I’d start, stop, and look at her and if she winked, I would smile, and she would deliver the remaining part of the response. Some of our teachers were annoyed, but most thought it was amusing. They didn’t take our antics half as seriously as our fellow students.

“Maybe these two will start a new fad,” Mrs. Cohen remarked in math class one day, when we came to school with her right eye made up and my left and everyone was making fun of us.

Of course, I felt everyone should be more tolerant about our being different, especially in relation to me. I was insecure about myself, still trapped in that place between unisex, even boyishness, and emerging femininity. My menarche came late. I was like a runner who had missed the sound of the starting gun and had to run harder to catch up to the pack. I would stay up at night waiting for the girl in me to emerge, almost like a creature hovering under my skin. I willed it. Closing my eyes, I would chant, “Grow a bigger bosom. Lose all the baby fat. Soften and get more curvy.” In my eyes, I wasn’t enough of a woman yet but certainly no longer just a girl. What was I? When would I know it, feel it as confidently as Karen did?

I was actually envious of the girls Karen despised, because they seemed so secure about who they were. I did my best to keep that from her. She would have none of their world and quickly picked up on the French phrase petite bourgeoise, which meant a petty woman belonging to the middle class, the middle class being something undesirable.

She wouldn’t gossip and giggle or betray someone’s confidence. She wouldn’t agree with a group condemnation of another girl just to be one of the girls. She never shared her lipstick or admitted to a crush on any boy, at least to anyone else but me. Consequently, she wasn’t invited to parties or group dates for movies and pizza. So it was just natural for us to pal around together, and I wasn’t invited to most of these things, either.

“Don’t worry about it,” Karen would tell me before I could utter a complaint or regret about our social isolation. “You’re known more by the enemies you make than the friends you keep. The truth is, they all envy us. They wish they were half as creative and had half as much fun. They’re eating their hearts out with jealousy.”

Were they? I wondered. In my mind, it was certainly true that Karen was growing more and more beautiful by the hour, and she was bright and funny, but did any of the other girls really want to be her, to trade places with her, to have her life?

Karen’s real father had suffered a massive heart attack and died in his early thirties and had left her and her mother with insufficient life insurance and income. Unlike my mother, her mother had not attended college. She had worked as a secretary for a lumber company, where she had met Karen’s father, Dave Stoker. He was working at building his own construction company, but at the time, he was a contracted laborer and didn’t even have a regular job. He never put away enough money or built enough of a reputation to realize his goal. Karen was only ten at the time of his death. For two years afterward, her mother and she struggled with their finances. Finally, her mother took a job working in Pearson’s Pharmacy and a year later married Harry Pearson, Aaron Pearson’s son, who had graduated from Fordham University as a pharmacist and had taken over his father’s drugstore after his father died.

Karen told me, “All the ducks quacked and quacked in a line, because my mother was almost seven years older than Harry. They all thought she plotted and planned to trap him. In fact, his mother went into a deep depression that was like quicksand. She never pulled herself out of it and died two years later from a stroke. Everyone blamed my mother. Even Harry blamed her.”

“How could he do that?” I asked.

“Simple,” she replied. “He decided maybe the gossips were right. She was a witch at heart, and she had put a spell over him.”

“You don’t really mean that. A witch?”

“Yes, I do. You know why, too,” she reminded me. She paused to swallow the stone of sorrow caught in her throat and then added, “He blamed her for everything unpleasant in his life, especially me. Right from the beginning, I told him I was on his mother’s side and didn’t think he should marry my mother. I didn’t say it with her present, but I said it, and he knew it, knew I would never accept him as a father, no matter how hard he tried.”

Karen had refused to permit him to adopt her, so her name remained Karen Stoker, even though her mother’s name had become Darlene Pearson. If a teacher or anyone else made a mistake and called her, Karen Pearson, she would immediately correct him or her with enough vigor to cause them to say, “Well, excuse me for living,” or something similar.

“Some people should be excused for living,” Karen said.

I agreed. We most always agreed. We had come to that comfortable place where we could drop all our self-defenses and let our souls stand naked without fear or embarrassment. We teased each other, but we never insulted each other, and if we stumbled and did something that upset each other, we usually blathered apology after apology until the other would cry for mercy. At least, that was the way we were before our world turned topsy-turvy.

The journey that would take us there began with the simplest of gestures and smiles when we were in the same places, be they classrooms, the lunchroom, hallways, or the streets of Sandburg. We would both hear something or see something and then look at each other and shrug, smile, swing our eyes, or simply stare blankly, which made a statement, too.

It was truly as if we were prodding each other’s inner self to see where the similarities and sympathies lay. We needed to know how alike we were and how much of it we would care to admit to each other. Trust came to us through simple ways then. We laughed in chorus, echoed each other’s wishful thinking, and mirrored each other’s feelings.

I knew that boys were always suspicious of Karen. I also knew most of them harbored a secret crush on her as well but were afraid to admit it, because she would make them feel so inferior if they approached her at school. They would be wounded in their male egos, perhaps beyond repair. I thought that to compensate, they made up stories about her promiscuity, this one claiming that and another claiming something more. There was always some undertone of gossip running like a sewer under our feet.

After school one day only a few months after I had arrived, Alice Bucci took me into the boys’ room when no one else was around to show me some of the dirty things boys had written about Karen on the walls of the stalls. Her brother was one of the authors.

“They’re all lies,” I told her immediately. I tried to hide how shocked I was at the descriptions and claims.

“How do you know? You haven’t been here long enough, and you don’t live with her,” she countered. “Lots of people do lots of things secretly. Even their parents don’t know. You’d better dump her before you get a reputation, too.”

Everyone was always trying to get me to stop being Karen’s friend.

“As long as you’re with her, you’re nobody,” Alice told me.

“I’d rather be nobody with Karen than somebody with you,” I replied.

“Suit yourself,” she said, and reported our conversation to the others.

“Zipporah Nobody,” they labeled me, and then pretended I was invisible by walking into me.

Ironically, that would all change. I would wake up one morning and find myself the most sought-after girl in school.

“Tell me about her,” they would plead.

But that wouldn’t happen until the sleepy hamlet was jerked awake to face the most startling and shocking scandal in its modern history. Things like this happened only outside the walls of the idyllic community, only to urban people. It was like living on an island. Why, in our little town in the early sixties, even divorce was a rarity. Adultery was known only through whispers. The worst things teenagers did were still called pranks. A psychiatrist was as rare as an albino. Schools had guidance counselors mainly involved with scheduling classes and suggesting colleges rather than psychological counseling.

People didn’t lock their front doors or their cars. Anyone who tried to make a living owning a home security company was on the verge of bankruptcy. Town policemen often held second jobs. Sophisticated detectives came only from the state. There were no radar traps. We could walk about unafraid on dark streets at night. Kids my age still hitchhiked and took rides with strangers. Smiles and invitations were still largely innocent and true.

When I tell my grandchildren today about that world, they think I’m fantasizing.

Maybe I am.

Maybe that’s why we got into so much trouble. We were living in a fantasy and never really understood that we were.
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A Minute Lost




Karen and I and the other kids in Sandburg went to high school on the bus unless we had a friend with a license and a car or unless my parents took us. Karen’s stepfather never seemed to be able to do it, and her mother either never volunteered or Karen never wanted her to drive her.

Where we had lived before, I could walk to school. Riding a bus was new to me, but after the novelty wore off, I wasn’t crazy about it. Karen didn’t mind riding the bus, even though we had the noisy junior high kids riding along with us to be dropped off after we were. Their building was in a different town within the school district, and ours was the next stop after Sandburg. The ride from the center of Sandburg took us all of twenty odd minutes, but it always seemed much longer to me.

“Don’t think of it as a bus,” Karen told me when I complained. “Consider it our personal limousine. The bus driver is our chauffeur, and we live in Paris.”

When she boarded the bus, she would look at Mr. Tooey, the sixty-year-old baldheaded driver, and say, “Bonjour, Pierre.” Mr. Tooey would just shake his head.

Karen always wanted to sit in the last seat at the rear, which was the most undesirable, because it would take longer to get off the bus. She liked to curl up as if she were at home on her sofa or up in our nest and look out the window the whole trip there and back. She had a way of shutting out the noise and ignoring the spit balls.

Because of her, I sat back there, too. Sometimes we talked, and sometimes we made the whole journey without saying a word. I could tell when she had shut herself down. I knew it usually meant it had been a bad morning at her house or a bad evening. Usually, she was just as quiet at school those days. Like a snail, Karen could crawl into herself and practically disappear. I learned to respect her need for silence and just wait for her to resurface. Sometimes, she would just burst out with a stream of thoughts as if she had broken the surface of water in a pool, and, voilà, we’d be chattering like two mad squirrels.

Karen didn’t easily tell me about all the trouble in her home. She disclosed it in little ways, sometimes not even in words. She would have a look on her face that revealed she and her mother had been arguing, usually, according to her, because of the way she had treated Harry, whom she even refused to refer to as her stepfather. He was just Harry. Those arguments grew worse as time went by, but in those days, everyone kept his or her home life and intimate information behind closed doors, so no one but me really knew the extent of them. That wasn’t unusual. There were no shows like Oprah and Jerry Springer. People were ashamed of their difficulties and not willing to share them. I’m not sure if that was better or worse. It is probably true that holding it all in made for little explosions that became bigger and bigger ones.

Through her fantasies, Karen started to drop little hints that things were not just getting worse, they were getting impossible.

“Last night, they locked me in the tower,” she would say. “I was given only bread and water, and the bread was moldy, too.”

Or, “My mother had a tantrum last night and sliced up the mattress with a meat cleaver.”

Her tidbits seemed to grow more and more violent, even though she always followed her statements with a laugh.

The first black-and-blue mark I saw on Karen was on her upper left arm. It looked like the imprint of a thick thumb, as if she had been grabbed and held until the capillaries broke and there was trauma. I knew all about that medical stuff because of my mother being a nurse. Karen covered it with her long-sleeved shirt, but she kept the shirt unbuttoned, and when she was curling like a caterpillar in the back of the bus, the shirt slipped off her shoulder and fell down enough on her arm for me to see it.

“What’s this?” I asked, pointing at her black-and-blue mark.

She turned, realized what had happened, and quickly pulled her shirt back up and over her shoulder.

“Nothing. I bumped into something while I was sleepwalking last night,” she said. “And lucky, too, because if I hadn’t, I might have fallen down the stairs.”

“You never told me you sleepwalk,” I said, smirking.

“Didn’t I? I must be forcing myself to ignore it,” she said, but she didn’t sound truthful at all.

By now, if we cast a lie at each other, it flew for a second and then fell like a bird with heart failure. She glanced back at me, her eyes flickering and her expression pleading with me not to ask anything else. I folded my hands on my books and stared ahead.

At the time, I didn’t have enough of a diabolical mind. I thought it was possible she had been in some altercation with one of the other girls and I just hadn’t heard about it yet. When we arrived at school, I listened to see if anyone was talking about a fight between Karen and someone, maybe in the girls’ bathroom, but no one was. Of course, I became even more curious.

On the way home that day, I nodded at her arm and asked, “That still hurt?”

“Never did. It looks worse than it really is,” she told me, and again turned away to signal that this was not a topic for discussion.

And so I put it back into my log of things I would rather forget. I didn’t think of it again until I saw her walking alone one early evening soon after and realized she was crying. I had come into the village on my bike to get myself a chocolate marshmallow ice cream cone at George’s Ice Cream Parlor. It was a reward I was giving myself for finishing all my homework early, including reading all four assigned chapters of Huckle–berry Finn and answering the study guide questions. Lately, I had become a very good student, and my father took another look at me and decided I would be as much college material as Jesse was, after all. It came under the heading “Some Take Longer to Grow Up.”

“Finally,” he said, “you have your priorities straight. There is hope for you yet, Zipporah.”

I didn’t say anything. In my mind, it didn’t require a thank you. I never thought there wasn’t hope for me, and I doubted my father ever thought that, either, even though I was never on the honor roll. I never failed anything. True, I swam in the pool of the average or just above, but there was nothing about me that would bring my parents any shame. The worst crime I had committed to date was talking too much in class and serving two days’ detention.

I saw Karen walking toward the east side of town, her head down, her right hand periodically moving across her cheeks to flick off tears like a human windshield wiper. I decided to forgo my ice cream reward and pedal on after her. George’s was dangerously near closing anyway, since it was the off-season, and by this time in the evening, most people had retreated to their homes and wrapped themselves in the glow of their television sets. The streets were deserted, and the periods between some automobile traffic and none were longer and longer. I didn’t want to scare her, so I called out while I was still a little behind her. She walked on as if she hadn’t heard me. I drew closer and called out louder.

She stopped but didn’t turn. I saw her shoulders rise as if she were anticipating a blow or a shout or simply wanted to hide inside herself more. It put some hesitation in my excited approach, and I slowed my pedaling.

“Hey,” I said when I drew up to her.

She took a deep breath and turned. She didn’t say anything.

“What are you doing? I mean, where are you going?” I asked.

“For a walk. Just for a walk.”

“Oh. I came into town for an ice cream. You want an ice cream cone?” I asked, even though I was nearly certain that by the time we would get to George’s now, the lights would be out.

She shook her head.

“So, how come you’re just taking a walk?”

She didn’t answer.

“Karen?”

“Leave me alone,” she replied, and walked on.

I felt as if she had slapped my face. I remember the blood rushing into my cheeks.

“Sure, I’ll leave you alone,” I said indignantly. I watched her for a moment and then turned and pedaled back, now annoyed that I wouldn’t get my ice cream cone.

I pedaled harder and faster in frustration and had worked up a good sweat by the time I arrived at my house. I put my bike away in the garage and tried to get up to my bedroom without my parents noticing. My mother was off for two days, and my father had just finished a case and was taking a breather. They sat in the living room watching television, although I knew my father would have a book opened as well and would read during the commercials. He hated wasting time.

“A minute lost is a minute gone forever,” he told me repeatedly.

I conjured up some great lost-and-found department with the shelves weighed down by seconds, minutes, and hours. There was a meek little bald man with thick eyeglasses, clicking a stopwatch and waving his long, bony right forefinger in my face as he chanted, “Lost and forgotten, lost and forgotten.”

The steps of the stairway betrayed me with their gleeful creaks and squeaks.

“Zipporah?” my mother called. “Where were you? Why didn’t you tell us you were going out? Where could you go this time of night, anyway?” She rattled off her questions as if she thought she might forget one.

I turned slowly and walked to the living room. My father looked up from his book. It was always a matter of great interest to me to see how my father considered me. Sometimes he looked genuinely confused and gave me the feeling he was wondering how someone like me could be born of his seed, and sometimes he looked delightfully amused and gave me the feeling he saw something of himself at my age, just as he often saw in Jesse. Right now, he looked vaguely annoyed, because I had caused an interruption in either his reading or his relaxation.

My mother just looked curious.

“Well?” she asked.

“I went to get an ice cream at George’s, but the store was already closed,” I said. It was half true, and half-truths were not officially lies. I was still at the age when lying to my parents flooded me with guilt. When you’re very young, you’re filled more with fear, because you actually believe parents can see lies. If they don’t contradict you, it’s because they’re being generous and permitting you an escape.

“I could have told you it would be,” my father said, and returned to his book.

“You should at least tell us when you leave the house, Zipporah.”

“That’s right,” my father seconded.

“I’m sorry.”

“You do all your homework?” my mother asked.

“Yep.”

“Try yes and not yep,” my father said, not taking his eyes off the page.

“Yes,” I said. What was wrong with yep? Jesse sometimes said yep.

“I’m sure you did all your homework,” he muttered.

“Yes, I did. Why don’t you believe me?” I cried, with as much passion as if I were denying I had murdered someone.

He looked up, his face pained.

“Okay,” he said. “Sorry. Don’t have a nervous breakdown.”

“Don’t forget we’re heading up to Grandmother Stein’s this Saturday, Zipporah,” my mother said. She already had told me twice that we were visiting my father’s mother at the adult residence in Liberty, New York. She had been moved there when it became clear that she couldn’t look after herself. Since both my parents worked, it would have been impossible to have her live with us. At least the Liberty residence was close.

“Okay,” I said, and started to leave the living room.

“Don’t you want to watch Ed Sullivan?” my mother asked.

I shook my head. I was still very disturbed about the way Karen had blown me off, and I wanted to go upstairs to the sanctity of my own room to think about it. There I could talk to myself in a full-blown split-personality mode, actually looking at myself as if I were a different person. I could ask myself questions, answer them, and criticize myself. I was confident that everyone, even my parents and Jesse, did the same things in the privacy of their rooms.

I was sure that from time to time, everyone thinks of himself or herself as weird. Keeping your sanity was truly like walking a tightrope. No matter what age, how successful, how happy you were, you could easily slip too far to the right or left and fall. Everything about us was so fragile. We spent most of our lives pretending we were too strong to be defeated by disappointments or disillusioned by anything that happened to us. It was like admitting we were mortal. Who would want to do that? Instead, we kept looking straight ahead and ignoring all that indicated we would get old, sicken, and die someday.

There was no place like your own room for such reassurance. Familiar places nourished the growth of hope. Your own room was a garden in which to plant secret thoughts and dreams that would grow into full-fledged ambitions.

I closed the door and flopped onto my bed to look up at the ceiling and let my thoughts spin out of control.

Why was Karen crying?

Why wouldn’t she talk to me? I thought I was her best friend. We were supposed to be birds of a feather. We had already translated it into French, les oiseaux d’une plume, and Karen thought we should print it on T-shirts that we would wear to school. Surely, all the other girls would be jealous once they found out what it meant. We even created the Bird Oath, which we recited in unison often: “We’ll be friends forever and ever, and we swear to protect and help each other as much as we would ourselves.”

“We’re so close not only can we finish each other’s sentences like we do in class, but we can finish each other’s thoughts,” she said, and we hugged.

But if that were really true, why did she lie to me about her bruise? Why did she suddenly have to make up story after story with me or change the subject quickly? I never did that with her. Come to think of it, I thought, I never even sulked or pulled the silent act on her, either.

Seeing her crying and having her be so indifferent to me was very troubling. What would she be like tomorrow? I wondered. Was our friendship about to die? Had I done something I was unaware of doing? Did something I said to my parents get back to her mother? I couldn’t think of a thing for which she could blame me, but what if she was so angry at me she would no longer want me to be her friend? Even Jesse would think it was somehow my fault. We had swum too far out to sea together. I thought I would be lost without her.

I fell asleep with my clothes on and woke up when I heard my parents coming up the stairs. After undressing for bed, I looked out my window at the dark forest that surrounded our property. The woods were deep, and one could walk for hours north and not come upon another house or road. To the south, one would eventually reach the highway that connected to busier streets and roads.

It didn’t bother me or frighten me that we lived in so isolated a place and that nearly a hundred years ago, someone might have been murdered here, and his bones might still be hidden on the property. I rarely thought about it, even after seeing a scary movie, unless Karen brought it up, of course. Most of the time, I rode my bike through the darkness unafraid. I was still at the age when I thought I was invincible, anyway. I couldn’t even imagine myself terminally ill, chronically sick, or disabled. I never thought about being in an accident.

In effect, I was still living in that world of fantasy that we have to slip out of the way snakes slip out of old skin. We look back at it when we’re older, and we long for the time when we didn’t have many serious responsibilities, when someone took care of us and protected us. We walked on a shelf of self-confidence that would be harder and harder to find as we grew older. We would realize that we were blessed then but never knew it. Whoever dared harm us risked the wrath of the Almighty.

Karen surely knew this, too, I told my image in the mirror. And then, I thought, if that was so true, then why was she crying?

And why did she seem so terribly afraid?

What did she know about the future that I didn’t?
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