
    
    [image: Cover Page Image]

    

    

Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster eBook.



Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com





[image: Title Page Image]




		
			For the Zeds

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			The Turnip and I have a history.

			Many decades ago, when he was a little boy and his folks were newly split, my sister left him with our parents and came to Memphis to live with me for a short while. It was only two months and just the medicine she needed, quite frankly, but he has held it against me ever since. It seems Sis and I prodded at this still-sore spot three years ago, when we sold our respective homes, pooled our resources, and purchased this new place, with its senior-friendly amenities—No steps to enter! Grab bars everywhere!—and traditional Queen Anne architecture. I thought the Turnip would be glad I moved up North to be with her rather than the other way around, but instead he is as resentful as ever.

			Sis and I are still in our pajamas when the Turnip arrives with lunch. We’ve been up for hours, but it is a fog of a morning—our bodies still making the slow cruise-ship U-turn back to Eastern time, our machine-brewed coffee both comfortingly familiar and suddenly pedestrian. We have only just returned from Bologna, where we visited her granddaughter, Riley, who is spending a semester abroad studying illustration against the wishes of her father, the Turnip. No doubt he is here not only to make sure the old ladies made it back in one piece but also to learn a few secondhand details about Riley’s plans for the future. I say if he really wanted to know, he should have gone with us and gotten it from the horse’s mouth.

			“Your mail came,” says the Turnip. He hands me the stack, and I start going through it with much more interest than I really have. This is how I usually handle his visits—I occupy myself with some mundane task to keep our interactions to a minimum.

			While the Turnip pummels Sis with questions—Was Riley seeing anyone? What did she say about her summer plans? Is she still talking (God forbid!) graduate school?—I sort the mail into piles, one for bills, another for more interesting stuff. The circulars go directly into the recycling bin. As you might expect, the bills stack up quickly while the interesting stuff remains thin. Nobody mails interesting stuff anymore. Only toward the end of the pile do I find something worth opening. It is plain white and high-quality stock—clearly a card or invitation of some sort. A wedding, maybe? No, the return address says PWHF, which has to be a business of some sort. Only one way to find out.

			I slip the letter opener in just as Sis throws up her hands. “If you really wanted to know so much, why didn’t you just go with us?”

			“That,” he says, “would have been a tacit endorsement of this cockamamie dream of hers.”

			That kind of statement is exactly why I can’t attempt interactions with the Turnip. Is Riley likely to find fame and fortune as an illustrator? Probably not. But what is the point of youth other than to dream big and go for broke? Goodness knows I did. Life is long. There is plenty of time for pragmatism.

			Sis and the Turnip agree to disagree and start setting up lunch—cheesesteaks, the last thing I need—while I get my first good look at this invitation:

			YOU ARE CORDIALLY INVITED TO THE 12TH ANNUAL

			PROFESSIONAL WRESTLING HALL OF FAME INDUCTION BANQUET

			HONORING SANDOR SZABO, DICK SHIKAT, BILL WATTS, BARON VON RASCHKE, THE ASSASSINS (JODY HAMILTON AND TOM RENESTO), TITO SANTANA, DICK MURDOCH, J. J. DILLON, JOYCE GRABLE, MIMI HOLLANDER, AND EL SANTO

			SATURDAY, MAY 18, 2013 AT

			HOLIDAY INN

			308 COMRIE AVENUE

			JOHNSTOWN, NY 12095

			7:00 PM TO 10:00 PM

			“Professional Wrestling Hall of Fame induction banquet?” says the Turnip, close to my ear. I had no idea he was looking over my shoulder. “Why would anybody send that to you?”

			“They probably thought I was somebody else,” I say in a way I hope sounds tossed off.

			“I don’t think so. Look,” he says, snatching it from me and turning it over. “Dear Leigh—”

			“Give me that,” I say, snatching it back and scanning down to the end of the handwritten note for the signature: Mimi. I put the invitation in the pocket of my bathrobe. I’ll read the rest later, when the Turnip is gone.

			“You don’t know everything about your aunt Leigh,” says Sis. She is forever pestering me to make peace with the Turnip, so it is a nice surprise to find her on my side for once.

			He takes a seat and claims a sandwich. “Maybe one day she will do me the great honor of enlightening me.” He takes a big bite and chews in silence. I am almost moved to explain myself to him. But then I hear his voice in my head saying “cockamamie dream” and decide it is better to keep my cards close.

			Soon enough, Sis and the Turnip return to their conversation, which lets me slip out of the kitchen and into the bedroom, where I can read the rest of the note in privacy:

			Dear Leigh,

			Don’t you think our old pal Gwen Davies ought to make an appearance on my big night? She is one of the few among us who can still put on a suit and look respectable. I say it’s time to let all that old shit go and have some fun. Because it all worked out, didn’t it? I’m happy, you’re happy, everybody’s happy. Let’s not let too much more time pass before we get together. We’re not getting any younger.

			Yours in sports,

			Mimi

			Gwen Davies—now that is a name I haven’t heard in a while. Life is funny that way. One day, someone means the world to you, and then, before you know it, you’ve been out of touch for years. Truth be told, I don’t know if our old pal is around anymore. And even if she can be found, I’m not sure I have it in me to find her. Talk about history. My issues with the Turnip pale in comparison. But Mimi is as old and dear a friend as I have in this world, and this is her big day. If she wants Gwen to be there, I should probably suck it up and see what I can do.

			I get dressed in my walking clothes and fill a water bottle in the kitchen sink while the Turnip tells his mother that this afternoon, he has an appointment to tour a place for sale in the old neighborhood. There’s been some new construction in the area, and with it all the usual hopes and fears of gentrification. Too soon to place bets, if you ask me, but the Turnip, who has been ridiculously nostalgic about this pocket of the city ever since we sold the family home, seems ready to double down. I head toward the door.

			“Look at you,” says Sis. She sits at the kitchen table, her fingers laced around what might well be her fourth cup of coffee. “We haven’t been home for a day yet, and already you’re back in action.”

			“You know me,” I say. “I always do my best thinking when I walk.”

			“What do you need to think about?”

			I shouldn’t have said that. Sis doesn’t know as much about my past as she lets on, but she knows enough. If I don’t say something to ease her mind, she will fret the whole time I am gone. It would be easier if the Turnip wasn’t here, but he is, and he doesn’t seem to be going anywhere soon.

			“Mimi wants Gwen Davies to come to her induction ceremony.”

			“And what do you think of that idea?”

			“I think I’m going to look for her. That’s what.”

			“Is that so?” she asks, propping her feet on a nearby seat. “Just how do you plan to do that?”

			“I don’t know. Same way you look for anything that’s lost, I guess. Retrace your steps.”

			“Sure you don’t want to stay for dessert?” says the Turnip, holding out a box of MoonPies. In our family, there has been a long-standing debate over which snack cake is superior: the Turnip’s choice, Butterscotch Krimpets, or mine, chocolate MoonPies. I more or less won this argument a few years ago when the Tastykake factory closed its doors for good, but this is the closest I have come to receiving a concession. He’s making an effort. This is not lost on me.

			“Leave me one,” I say. “I’ll eat it when I get back.”

			“Suit yourself.” He drops the box on the table and gathers the empty plates.

			That’s my cue. I give a little wave, head out the door, and take off down the sidewalk. I have no idea where I am going, but at least I know where to start.

			Okay, Gwen. Let’s see if I can dig you up.

		

	
		
			ONE

			You want to be somebody else. You don’t know who this person might be; all you know is that she should be confident, beautiful, beloved. This isn’t what makes your story special—every lonely, awkward teenage girl in the history of American adolescence has wanted to be someone else. But unlike those girls, you, Leonie Putzkammer, will have the marvelous opportunity to wholly reinvent yourself: a new name, a new persona, a new life. Right now, you don’t aspire to anything better than the likes of ultrapopular Cynthia Riley, your next-door neighbor and once-upon-a-time best friend, but your life is about to take an amazing turn, one that will transform you (albeit fleetingly) into Gorgeous Gwen Davies—aka The Sweetheart. None of the peaks and valleys that follow this extraordinary year in your life (and believe me, there will be plenty) will come close to the height and depth you are about to reach. And it all starts now, one Saturday afternoon in April 1953, as you are quietly living your unassuming life in the sooty, evenly plotted city of Philadelphia, when you open the front door to the row house you share with your father and find high school teen queen Cynthia standing there, a lock of hair twisted around a finger.

			Your response—startled brow, parted mouth—betrays your amazement. It’s been a long time. During your early girlhoods, you were the best of friends: brushing and braiding each other’s hair, wearing matching jumpers, sharing a crush on Frankie Laine. When your father, Franz, had to work a late shift rubbing powdered color into hats at the Stetson factory, you trucked over to Cynthia’s in your pajamas for an evening of Truth or Dare?, séances (your long-dead mother was frequently summoned, but, to your heartbreak, never appeared), and all-night giggling. One afternoon a week, at the insistence of your father, a former Turner himself, you went to tumbling classes at Turner Hall to build a sound mind in a sound body, and when you returned home, Cynthia would run from her own row house, take you into her arms, and cry, “Darling, I thought you’d never come home!” as if you were a homecoming soldier and she your long-suffering war bride. Once, the two of you even conspired to unite Franz with Cynthia’s divorced mother. You cared little for the facts: your father strongly disapproved of Ms. Riley’s many admirers, and Ms. Riley considered herself much too full of life to entertain the thought of a sad old widower like Franz Putzkammer. You could only see the rightness of this vision, so you felt assured your Lisa and Lottie–inspired adventure would bring you all together into nuclear perfection and officially solidify your sisterhood.

			Anyone looking at the two of you standing on the stoop would have a hard time imagining you as sisters. Now in her senior year, Cynthia is petite, with approachable girl-next-door beauty: dark, snappy curls and a tiny, squeezable wazoo. Beneath her fuzzy sweaters bounce pert apple-sized breasts. It’s an enviable body, easy to drive and poised for privilege. With it, she manages a flock of friends and two boyfriends—dreamy Freddy, who is high school royalty in his own right, the kind of boy you might cast as the romantic lead in the perfect version of your life, and the older, more enigmatic Wally, whom you sometimes see parked down the block, his dog tags hanging from the rearview mirror, his tattooed forearms resting on the steering wheel as he rolls cigarettes, biding his time until Cynthia can make her escape.

			Compared to Cynthia, you are a Viking. Your Nordic blond hair swings behind you in a waist-length ponytail. You are obnoxiously tall: five foot eleven, to be exact, and nearly all of it leg. Your breasts are frightfully ample. When they arrived four years ago, your father insisted you take the only bedroom of your row house and stopped making eye contact with you, which made the distance between you that much more difficult to bridge. You are alarmed by what you see in the mirror, an image as lurid as the Peter Driben illustration taped up in the locker next to yours at school, your body parts best described by sound effects: va-va-voom! gams, a-woo-gah! breasts, and a total effect of homina homina! This body is incongruent. You are a pensive girl who listens to Georgia Gibbs, reads dime-store detective stories, and likes Ike. Your speed is slow; you shouldn’t look fast. You don’t know how to handle the catty gossip and taunts your body provokes other than to shrink away. In the hallways at school, you walk hunched over, eyes downcast, a large stack of books ever present in your arms. You are a mouse inside of a tiger.

			You don’t know if there’s a connection between the changes in your bodies and your relationship to Cynthia; you only know that after your mutual dream of sisterhood faded, so did your actual sisterly union. In these last four years, the two of you have gradually disentangled from each other’s lives. You were too old to need supervision while your father worked late and not young enough to avoid more household duties, while Cynthia’s hormonally driven extracurricular activities frequently led her away from the neighborhood—and from you. In other relationships, you will do the leaving, but this time, you are the one who has been left behind. You are now at a stage of being only acquaintances, your communications reduced to passing waves and quick hellos. She usually grants you this much, but you always wait to be acknowledged by Cynthia first; you do not want to take the chance that your salutation will hang in the air, unrequited.

			But now, here is Cynthia on your doorstep for what might be the first time in years. You hope that your initial expression (here it is again: brow up, mouth open) is still there, revealing only your curiosity and surprise. You pray the torrent of excitement that courses through you remains invisible.

			“Say, Leonie,” says Cynthia, “I was wondering. You still know how to do a back handspring?”

			Do you know how to do a back handspring? True, you haven’t been to Turner Hall in years—tumbling was a lot easier when you were shorter and less curvy—but every once in a while in your physical education class, you horse around on the mats enough to knock the rust off. Tumbling is the one activity that allows you to harness your body’s potential and power, the one physical arena where you are confident and in command. Without tumbling, you might not have the coordination, let alone the courage, for all that is to come.

			“You know it.” You barely recognize your own voice; you sound uncharacteristically self-assured.

			“Great!” Cynthia barrels into the house, as if she held as much dominion over it—and you—as she did four years ago. “You have to teach me.”

			You should be taken aback by her audacity, but instead you feel bloated with joy. Might this be a reigniting of your friendship? You know better than to be optimistic, but it’s too late: you’re already imagining a rekindling or, better yet, a fresh start.

			You close the door, point to the coffee table, and say, “Help me move this out of the way.”

			•    •    •

			After two hours in the cramped space of your living room going through the same motions—Cynthia holding her arms over her head, you by her side with one hand on her navel, the other on her spine, coaxing the anxious girl back, back, back—Cynthia is no better than she was when she first knocked on your door. Even after hundreds of attempts, several near injuries and lots of giggling, she still can’t land it. For her last effort, she jumps but then panics, her arms backstroking through the air as she tries to right herself. You lunge forward, but you are a beat late: she falls through your arms and lands with a thud on her back. Cynthia may lead most of your high school around by the nose, but she is no match for gravity. You’re secretly glad you still have this one advantage over her. Besides, anything that brings her back down to earth puts her that much closer to you.

			“Forget it. It’s no use,” she says, remaining flat on the ground.

			“Come on.” You reach down so Cynthia can take your hand, but she is right. Still, you’re enjoying yourself; you’re not ready for this to be over. “Don’t give up yet,” you beg, hoping you sound encouraging but not desperate.

			“I can’t do it. Not unless you loan me your body.”

			“Are you kidding?” you say, taking a seat on the floor and stretching your atrociously long legs out in front of you. “I would trade bodies with you in a heartbeat.”

			“Really?” Cynthia lifts herself up onto her elbows, incredulous, and pushes a finger right into your breast. “You’d take my bird chest in exchange for those gazongas?”

			“You can have them,” you say, although you shy away from the interrogating finger. You are terribly unpracticed in sorority. “Don’t forget, you’d be stuck with these stork legs, too.” You fold over at the torso, running your arms down the length of the offending body parts to emphasize their monstrosity. “You’d hover over Freddy on the dance floor.”

			This, Leonie, you know all too well. At the sock hops you dared attend, you sat alone and swayed, the boys too frightened of having to rest their heads on your shoulder (or worse, your chest) to ask you to dance. Cynthia never sits at a sock hop. On top of her likable, got-the-world-on-a-string vibe, the girl can cut a mean rug, which has earned her a card-carrying membership on Bob Horn’s Bandstand and a minor degree of celebrity. She and Freddy’s last period of the day is study hall, so they can leave early and catch the subway to WFIL’s studio B on Market Street. Freddy is not only her dance partner but also, and more importantly, the other half of Cynthia and Freddy. It is a favorite romance of Bandstand viewers, a bug-in-a-rug courtship born of the show and played out on the airwaves. This, you learned shortly after Cynthia usurped your afternoon, is what this handspring lesson is all about: Freddy wants her to learn the move so they can make a splash during the next Bandstand dance competition.

			“Puh-lease,” Cynthia says. “Freddy can bite it. I can’t believe I even went for this birdbrained idea of his. Besides, I’m getting sick of Bandstand. It’s soooooooo square. Those old geezers should take their heads out of the sand and pay attention to what the kids in this city are really listening to. I’ll tell you one thing, Leonie. It ain’t Eddie Fisher and Georgia Gibbs.”

			“What’s wrong with Georgia Gibbs?”

			“What’s wrong with . . . see? We should switch. You and Freddy can dance your hearts out to that razzmatazz.” She cocks her head; it seems a thought has come to her. She sits up, tenting her knees and wrapping her arms around them. “You really like Georgia Gibbs?”

			You shrug, self-conscious. You think Georgia Gibbs is the cat’s pajamas, but you are loath to admit it now. “I think she’s all right.”

			“She’s going to be on the show Wednesday. If you want to see her, you can be my guest. My way of making up for wasting your afternoon.”

			Your first impulse: disappointment. You certainly don’t think of the afternoon as wasted, and you don’t want Cynthia to, either. But slowly you begin to recognize the potential of what’s been laid out in front of you—Bandstand, Freddy, an up-close encounter with Georgia Gibbs, and, best of all, another afternoon with Cynthia—and you swell with delight. Maybe your initial optimism wasn’t misplaced; maybe this is a new beginning. You are young and still believe in such things. Just in case, you cover your bets and play it cool. “I don’t know. I may have plans.”

			“Oh, who are you kidding? The only time you ever leave this house is to go to school or buy groceries.”

			“That’s not true,” you say.

			“Geez, Leonie, lighten up.” Cynthia stands up, smooths out her skirt. “If you can’t go, you can’t go. I just thought—”

			“I can go,” you sputter, jumping to your feet. “I just remembered. My plans are for Thursday, not Wednesday.”

			“Then, it’s settled.” She has one hand on the doorknob already. “I’ll come get you from your last class. Dress like a good girl, no tight skirt or nothing. And thanks for trying to help me today, even though it was a lost cause.”

			You try to think of a way to entice her to stick around for a while, but you come up empty. You have nothing to bait a trap with, nothing to offer but your wide-yawning loneliness.

			“It was fun,” you venture.

			Cynthia laughs. “You got some weird idea of fun, Leonie, but okay,” she says, and is gone.

			•    •    •

			On Tuesday afternoon, the day before your visit to Bandstand, you rush home, climb out of your school clothes, and hide your embarrassing legs away in dungarees before you flip the dial to WFIL. The television—a Philco with a seventeen-inch picture tube and mahogany console—was an uncharacteristically imprudent purchase by your father last Christmas. It took nearly an hour of futzing with the rabbit ears to get a reasonably clear picture, which made you question the whole endeavor, but then your father patted your shoulder and said, “What do you say, Leonie? Maybe now you’ll come out of your room once in a while.” You stared at the screen, seeing nothing, only marveling that your father had not only wanted you closer but had done something about it.

			There is Cynthia, on the dance floor, under the lights. She is a peach: soft dark curls springing from her head, legs kicking out from her full skirt as she jitterbugs to Ray Anthony and His Orchestra. Together, she and Freddy, in his flat-front pants and preppy vest, are Cute with a capital C. The day will come when you will understand what Cynthia was talking about, how she could have all that she has and still feel unsatisfied, but at your tender stage, it is hard to believe. You would salivate with envy except that tomorrow, you’ll be out there, too. You prepare by grabbing the handle of the refrigerator and pretending you’re in front of the cameras, stepping up and sugar pushing with your own perfect complement. In this daydream version of yourself, you have an easy smile and a pair of manageable, just-right legs. Your whole life is made in the shade.

			Seventy-five minutes later, this daydream ends, and you realize you’ve let your Bandstand fantasy take too much of your time. You have to rush to get dinner in the oven so you can finish your geometry homework and have a meal on the table before your father gets home. Shortly after you inherited the bedroom, you assumed this job without ceremony or complaint. It is, to your mind, a tedious chore, but also a fair exchange. The person who wins the bread deserves the small reward of a hot meal. Tonight, you’re making beer-braised beef brisket with potatoes, a real stomach-padding meal and Franz’s unequivocal favorite. This particular meal has purposes beyond nourishment: you haven’t told your father about Bandstand yet. Franz has strong and sometimes idiosyncratic notions about what people should and shouldn’t do, and you can’t begin to guess what side of the line Bandstand might be on, so you do everything you can to make sure he’s primed for leniency. Besides, you know tomorrow you won’t have enough time to get home from the studio and get dinner together, and though your father balks at leftovers, he never turns his nose up at a second helping of his favorite meal.

			You put the brisket in the oven and check the clock again. As you feared, you haven’t left yourself much time. You worry that you may have preempted all the goodwill you hoped to build by mistiming the meal. Sure enough, when your father gets home, washes his dye-stained hands, and kisses your forehead—a gesture that requires him to raise himself up on his toes—the table is empty.

			“Sorry,” you say. “Dinner’s going to be a little while longer.”

			Your father nods, but you feel guilty. This is the worst possible night for dinner to be late, and not just because of Bandstand. On Tuesday nights, the two of you like to eat early and get the dishes cleared away in time to watch Franz’s newsmagazine show See It Now, and then your favorite, I’ve Got a Secret, where panelists like Kitty Carlisle and troublemaker Henry Morgan (who works close to blue at a time when blue can get you blacklisted) try to guess the secrets of the celebrity contestants.

			“Why don’t we eat in front of the television tonight,” you offer. You smile brightly—maybe too brightly. He squints at you, suspicious. “Just this once,” you say. To slather it on even thicker, you take a can of beer from the fridge and twice plunge the church key into its flat top before holding it out to him. Franz angles his head to look at you sideways. It takes some effort to meet his gaze, keep your grip on the cold beer, and maintain your neutral expression, but somehow you manage to pull it off. You’re not going to blow it—not yet, anyway. Finally, he takes the beer from your hand.

			“Okay,” he says. “Just this once.” He heads to the living room, plops in his chair, and takes a long, steady pull from his beer before he turns on the television. In the privacy of the kitchen, you breathe a sigh of relief.

			•    •    •

			Half an hour later, dinner is ready. You hand your father his plate and take a seat on the couch, the television glowing in front of the both of you, a modern hearth.

			“This looks terrific,” Franz says.

			“I’m glad you think so,” you say. You have heard these words countless times, and yet they still send a ripple of sadness through you. You do not think of your mother often, but when you do, it is usually in a moment like this, when you are accepting a compliment that should be hers. You don’t have many memories of her; you were so young when she died. The most persistent one is from an afternoon some months before her death, when your father came home from the factory and surprised her with a hatbox. She sat up in bed to open it and pulled from its depths a brown felt hat trimmed with black grosgrain: a Musette, from Stetson’s Freedom Fashions line. She placed the hat on her head at a jaunty angle and admired herself in the vanity mirror. “Look at that,” she said. “I look like Betty Hutton.” Even at your young age, you understood that she was being ironic, and yet her words seemed true and always will.

			Perhaps it is this sadness that makes the possibility of another, much more trivial loss occur to you: what if your father says no? This had not crossed your mind before now; you had not imagined him denying you one afternoon of ordinary adolescence. What if, after this terrific meal, after all the terrific meals, he forbids you from going? You have never withheld anything from your father, but this is a risk you cannot take. It is in this moment that you decide you won’t tell him about your plans for tomorrow afternoon after all. Even on the off chance that he makes it home before you tomorrow evening and has to put his own foil-wrapped plate in the oven to warm, he wouldn’t begin to guess that it was the trivial pleasures of music and dance that took you away from home. From your favorite quiz show, you have developed this understanding of secrets: they are most easily kept when they run completely counter to expectations (Boris Karloff is afraid of mice) or are so obvious as to be invisible, as plain as the nose on your face (Desi Arnaz? He loves Lucy). Your secret, Leonie, will be both: a self-­conscious girl seeking a spotlight; a teenager acting like a teenager.

			Before Edward R. Murrow can usher in the show in his distinctive way (“This . . . is See It Now.”) and before the two of you dig into your terrific-looking plates, you bow your heads, as you do every night, so that Franz can thank Almighty God for his job, this food, your health, and each other. You tack on a silent addendum: for tomorrow to give you a taste of the life you’ve been missing, a life that reunites you with Cynthia Riley, a life that more closely resembles hers.

			•    •    •

			The next afternoon, Cynthia, true to her word, rescues you from your last class of the day so that you can accompany her and Freddy to studio B, where there is already a line of kids at the door, all of them white: twelve-year-olds in too much makeup and their mother’s padded girdles, Catholic schoolgirls with sweaters over their uniforms so that only their Peter Pan collars are exposed. At the door, a short, stocky doorman sends a boy away for not wearing a tie. “How can I expect you to behave right when you don’t dress right?” he asks.

			When the three of you reach the door, bypassing the line, you hover in the background while Cynthia and Freddy flash their membership cards.

			“This is our friend Leonie,” says Cynthia.

			You are a steadfast rule follower. You’ve heeded Cynthia’s warning and worn a full skirt, and you ditched your chewing gum a block ago, per Freddy’s instructions. The doorman, a bulldog in uniform, still frowns with disapproval. “Your skirt seems a little short.”

			“It’s not,” you say, perhaps too quickly. “I’m a little tall.”

			“C’mon,” says Cynthia, hinting at a smile. Her smile is a weapon and she knows it. “Give her a break.”

			“I still say it’s too short, but for you, I can bend the rules.”

			Cynthia shifts her smile into full throttle. You can hardly believe it is this easy. If you’d been forced to rely on your own charm, you’d be headed home along with no-tie boy.

			The studio is surprisingly small, much smaller than it looks on television and not much bigger than your own row house. The live broadcast is shot by three cameras that have been strategically placed to make the dance floor look bigger, but from your behind-the-scenes vantage point, it seems they take up a good deal of space themselves. The seats for the audience are only pine bleachers, the record store merely a painted canvas. Bob Horn stands by his podium, a paper bib tucked into his collar, while a bored-looking woman applies powder to his already heavily made-up face. A few of the star couples mill about in pairs, holding hands.

			“Disappointing, isn’t it?” says Cynthia.

			Not exactly, you think. True, you can already sense there’s no way the day will live up to your hopes, but, you have to admit, your hopes were high. If nothing else, you suspect there’s something to be gained from the experience, some lesson that can be learned only from fly-on-the-wall observation. And you don’t want to appear ungrateful, so you say, “It’s terrific.”

			Freddy puts his hands in his pockets. “Want me to introduce you to Bob?”

			Before you can say yes, Cynthia rolls her eyes. “Why would she want to meet that old creep?”

			“He’s not a creep.”

			“Trust me, Leonie. You don’t want to meet him. One look at your jugs and he’ll be inviting you back to his dressing room for a sip of schnapps and one of his ‘dance lessons.’ ”

			You cross your arms reflexively. In the little time you’ve spent with Cynthia recently, there’s been an unusual number of unabashed references to your breasts. “Maybe I should just try to get a good seat.”

			“Sure thing, Leonie. You don’t want to get stuck in a corner for the big thrill of Miss Nibs in the flesh.” Cynthia uses her index fingers to draw a square in the air.

			Freddy lets out an exasperated huff. “Why do you have to be such a wet blanket?” He talks through gritted teeth and makes none of the wild hand gestures someone else in his position might; it seems he doesn’t want the audience to guess there might be trouble in Cynthia and Freddy town. “Bob’s a creep, the music’s square. What about me? I guess I’m a jerk, too, right?”

			“I don’t think you’re a jerk, Freddy,” says Cynthia. “I just think you take all of this a little too seriously.”

			You take a step backward, out of the crossfire. Maybe if you inch your way to the bleachers, they won’t notice your departure.

			“I’m just trying to be professional,” says Freddy.

			“Good.” Cynthia’s all-charm smile comes back, fully powered. “You heard him, Leonie. If no one else asks you to dance, Freddy will, because he’s a professional.”

			Freddy is obviously horrified by the idea, but he has boxed himself in. “Sure I will,” he says obligingly. “I bet I won’t have to, though. Someone will ask you to dance. I’m sure of it.”

			The two take their places with the other dancers by Bob’s podium, leaving you to take a seat. A man wearing headphones quiets the audience. The lights on the bleachers dim while the dance floor brightens under the spotlights, and “Leap Frog,” the show’s theme song, signals the start of the program.

			Seventy-five minutes is a long time to sit and watch other people dance, even when you’re well rehearsed in that particular activity. By the time they get to “Bunny Hop,” a novelty song that cues the teenage heartthrobs to take one another by the hips and wind around the confined dance floor in a series of bounces, your restlessness has grown to a full squirm. When Georgia Gibbs appears from backstage—the petite, big-voiced singer looking like her own little party in a strapless dress, her hair pulled back tight and secured with a flower—and launches into her mournful, vibrato-filled version of “Autumn Leaves,” all the dancers pair up, lean into one another, and sway their little hearts out. You try to content yourself with swaying alone, in the dark, but even that, it seems, is too much. Someone behind you whispers, “Give it a rest, Stretch. Some of us are trying to watch.” You freeze and try to make yourself as small as possible—and then, it gets worse.

			The show breaks for commercial, and the room, spectators and dancers alike, quickly separates into cliques, all thoroughly engrossed in conversations. You have no one. You stare out at the dance floor, first at Freddy, who stands, hands in pockets, at the podium, chatting up a storm with Bob Horn and another boy, and then at Cynthia. She is at the center of an animated girl-gaggle, laughing and rolling her eyes. At one point, she looks up into the stands, and so you wave—Here I am—because who else could she be looking for? She sees you, you are certain of it, but she doesn’t come over. She doesn’t even bother to return your wave. Instead, she gives you an embarrassed little smile, wiggles her eyebrows, and then says something to the other girls that results in hearty laughter, perhaps not at your expense but it might as well be. You’ve done the one thing you’ve managed to avoid for years—made the opening gesture—and, just as you feared, it’s fallen flat.

			And you thought this experience would have something to teach you. What have you learned that you didn’t already know? Some people are stars, and some people are spectators, and the general consensus is that you, dear girl, are the latter. You wish the show were over so you could just go home, where everyone seems to think you belong.

			•    •    •

			Toward the end, when it comes time for the popular Rate-a-Record spot, Bob Horn summons three people from the bleachers to his podium to offer their opinion on a new Essex 45: Bill Haley’s “Crazy Man, Crazy.” It’s an adventurous choice for the show, as close to the burgeoning genre of rock ’n’ roll (too loud, too fast, too black) as they’ve dared to go. Before the record begins to spin, Cynthia drops Freddy’s hands, leaving him open-mouthed on the dance floor as she trots over to the bleachers to fetch a new dance partner, settling quickly on the rangy, easily accessible boy sitting in front of you.

			“Now this is more like it,” she says to you. “Freddy’s coming for you, so get loose, Mother Goose.”

			You have no interest in dancing anymore—you don’t want anyone’s pity—but you don’t see how you have any choice. Sure enough, Freddy represses his scowl, takes your hand, and leads you onto the dance floor.

			“Let’s keep it simple,” he says. “Just follow me.”

			When the song begins to play, you try to oblige, but it’s an effort. You’re not an experienced dancer, but you can hold your own. The problem is that Freddy’s lead isn’t clear, a side effect of having one consistent dance partner, and the turns are awkward and sloppy because of your height. As a result, you step on his feet twice in the first minute. When you do it a third time, he doesn’t bother to stifle his groan. Instead, he dances the two of you over to Cynthia and her partner and stage-whispers to the considerably taller guy, “Hey, fella. I think you’re more this girl’s height. Why don’t we switch?”

			The boy glances over, looks you up and down. Your heart’s in your throat; you can taste it. “Get bent,” he says to Freddy.

			Your cheeks flush with mortification. “Freddy, we can just stop if you want. Let’s just stop.”

			Freddy, clearly exasperated, pretends he doesn’t hear you—obviously, that wouldn’t be very professional—and makes a new plea, this time directly to Cynthia. “C’mon, C. Be reasonable. Let’s switch.”

			Cynthia meets Freddy’s eyes, her glare sharp enough to puncture. She seems to be weighing her options, an action that takes a torturous amount of time. Finally, she says, “Good idea.” Before you know what is happening, Cynthia has disengaged from her partner, embraced not Freddy but you, and led you into the middle of the dance floor, leaving the two guys standing next to each other in a daze.

			“Get a load of their faces,” Cynthia says, dancing you around so you can see. The tall boy appears stunned, but Freddy is clearly humiliated. Not only have you come out of this unscathed, but for once, you are positioned to look down on someone else’s embarrassment. Oh, Leonie, isn’t it simply delicious? You can’t help yourself; you have to laugh.

			“I know!” says Cynthia. “Isn’t it a hoot?”

			Cynthia’s lead is more intuitive, more confident than Freddy’s, remarkably, and the two of you fall into a surprisingly natural (although exaggerated) groove. The other dancers fall away until you are the only couple dancing amid the bewildered stares of your former partners, the wide eyes of the other dancers, and the dreamy grin of Bob Horn. Your blood is electric with alarm, but Cynthia radiates cool. Toward the end of the song, Cynthia guides you into the sweetheart position, and when you look down at your friend (and it does seem that she is your friend again), the two of you lock eyes, and she whispers, “Do it, Leonie!”

			Ordinarily, you wouldn’t do a thing except get out of the spotlight as quickly as possible, but you’ve somehow managed to absorb enough of Cynthia’s confidence to do the unimaginable. After Cynthia spins you out, you break away and show off the one talent that you have and she does not by launching into a series of back handsprings. You go over one, two, three times, ending directly in front of one of the cameras, your arms in the air. A sound bursts out of the spectators and echoes riotously throughout the studio. It is a sound with a life of its own, its own heartbeat; a sound you find yourself craving the instant it begins to subside.

			Here it is, Leonie: your defining moment. It will not last long (not in real time, at least), and soon you will be disciplined for it. The bulldog doorman will make it clear you are not to come back—you’ve gone and shown all of Philadelphia your bloomers, for goodness’ sake—and your father, who will make it home ahead of you after all, will interrogate you until you confess, and then punish you with a week of disappointed silence. Even Cynthia the snake charmer won’t walk away unscathed. Her membership card will be taken away, which will effectively end her relationship with Freddy. Of course, as the two of you walk home that evening, she will declare triumphantly, “I’m free!” but in the next month, she’ll realize she’s pregnant with Wally’s baby. But your whole life pivots on this event. Perhaps you cannot yet articulate just who it is you want to be, but you know that when that person makes herself known, she will be accompanied by that sound, the music of thunderous applause.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Four months later, the performance still plays on a continuous loop in your memory. It is easily the wildest time in a life that has otherwise been a total drag, a state to which it has since returned and seems destined to remain. If not for this dread, you might have been unreceptive to your father’s unusual proposal: on this hot night in August, your father comes home from work, sits in front of another dinner you have prepared for him, and announces that on the following evening, he wants the two of you to attend a wrestling match.

			Your face betrays your surprise. Ordinarily, you would be thrilled to get an invitation of any sort from your father, but wrestling? If ever a thing should go against his sense of propriety, you would assume wrestling would be it. In response, Franz shrugs his shoulders, swallows his food. “Some of the Italian guys on the line really like this one guy who’s wrestling tomorrow night. Apparently, he does these flips through the air.” He makes demonstrative circles with his fork. “They say you’ve got to see him to believe him.”

			In a million years, you never would have guessed your father could be so easily persuaded to do something so frivolous. The only signal you’ve ever been able to read clearly is the one he uses when he seeks solitude, an itch that a man who has to sleep on his own couch doesn’t often get to scratch: If I turn the radio on, leave me alone. And while your father remains a mystery to you, on rare occasions, as he unwinds to the sound of Rosemary Clooney or Perry Como and you are trapped in your bedroom, he turns up the radio and calls out, “This one’s for you, Leonie.”

			Lately, you could use a little of that tenderness. You’ve seen Cynthia only once since that fateful Bandstand performance, when you were returning home from your new job, serving breakfast at a chromed-out diner on North Broad, a pie balanced on your fingertips. Cynthia and her mother were outside on the stoop. You offered your pie; they invited you in for coffee. Cynthia looked radiant, the luster of her hastily formed new life not yet tarnished. Ms. Riley, her hair in rollers, appeared weary and disappointed. Just months ago, it must have seemed Cynthia had heeded all her warnings and was barreling toward a brightly lit future. Instead, she was repeating the follies of her mother’s youth. You put your hand on the barely protruding abdomen, which was as incomprehensible to you as the act from which it came, and congratulated your friend with as much sincerity as you could muster while Ms. Riley looked away. Returning home to an empty house, you wondered if the fixedness of Cynthia’s course was in fact worse than your own rudderless existence. It seemed you were headed toward nothing at all. So now, even though you would probably take more pleasure in reading a book than watching a wrestling match, you agree to go along for the ride, appreciative of your father’s gesture and open to anything out of the ordinary.

			•    •    •

			The next evening, the two of you pack into the arena at 46th and Market with thousands of others. Wafting through the densely populated, un-air-conditioned auditorium are the manly aromas of spilt beer and Brylcreem. There is little light—the better to focus the audience on the spotlit ring, you figure—and you have to force your way through the crowd of men and the occasional pencil-skirted woman to find seats. When you find two together, you start to squat into one, but Franz stops you with his arm and uses a handkerchief to wipe it off. The gesture strikes you as both old-fashioned and dear, and it fills you with tenderness. When he’s done, he motions with his arm—Now, you can sit—and you follow his command with as much elegance as you possess.

			The first match on the card is the midgets. The one with the scruffy beard and blue briefs is Short John Silver; in the other corner is the hairy-chested and unfortunately named Willie Weeman; the two men toss each other over their shoulders while the spectators laugh and shout insults and obscenities. At one point, the referee, a giant by comparison, separates the wrestlers by palming the top of each of their heads while they swing viciously at the air. And if this sight, and the crowd’s responsive chuckles, weren’t enough to break your heart, this finishes the job: just two seats ahead of you, one man turns to his friend and whispers something in his ear, and the friend responds by silently holding up his right hand and measuring an inch of space with his finger and thumb, sending both of them into spasms of laughter.

			You press your fingers to your worried mouth and turn to your father. Franz continues to stare ahead at the ring, but his mouth hangs open. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” he says.

			It will be disappointing if you have to cut short this rare time together, but you would be alarmed if your father drew any other conclusion.

			It takes another five minutes for Willie Weeman to pin his opponent’s shoulders. The ref pounds the canvas while Short John Silver’s legs bicycle above him. Mercifully, Willie holds the pin. The match is over.

			Franz lifts his hat off of his lap and places it on his head. “You want to get out of here?”

			You should say yes. You want to say yes. So, why don’t you? Perhaps you are hoping this night can still be redeemed, perhaps you want to believe the audience can redeem itself. So, instead you say, “Let’s just finish out the card. We haven’t seen that guy you were talking about yet.” Your shoulders lift and drop. “Who knows? Maybe he’ll change our minds.”

			That guy you are referring to, Leonie, the headliner for tonight’s event, is none other than high flyer Antonino Rocca. Rocca, you will later learn, is an Argentinean of Italian descent, a combination that makes him a big draw with two of the Northeast’s largest ethnic populations. He might rightly be credited with reviving wrestling in the New York territory. He regularly sells out Madison Square Garden, often the biggest draw on the card even when there’s a headlining championship bout, and yet he will never win his own world belt; the promoters fear that the very thing that makes him a hero in this region, his ethnicity, simply won’t translate in the National Wrestling Alliance’s two biggest territories: the heartland and the Southeast. When he climbs into the ring, you decide that he’s built something like Burt Lancaster—broad in the shoulders yet narrow-waisted—but with hairier legs, bushier eyebrows, and a more sizable schnoz. His feet are bare. When his name is announced, the large Italian contingent stomps its feet; their collective scream is passionate and primal.

			If anyone can redeem the evening, this is the man. Two people who appreciate the athleticism of tumbling can’t help but be mesmerized by someone who can leap into the air and deliver back-to-back slaps to his opponent’s face with his feet, which causes Franz to leap onto his own.

			“Did you see that?” he says.

			“Yeah.” You stand up beside him, along with most of the crowd. “Yeah, I did.”

			From that moment on, you and your father are transfixed, balancing on the tips of your toes to take in as much as you can over the sea of heads. At one point, Rocca drapes his opponent—a man, it should be added, of considerable size—over his shoulders, spins around, and helicopters him into the air, and then slips artfully out of the way before his opponent crashes to the ground. The two of you howl with approval.

			After this, it becomes difficult to see anything. Some of the women have taken positions on the shoulders of their husbands and boyfriends; others stand on the seats of their chairs. You stare at the seat of your own chair, but the echoes of your past prevent you from taking the first step. Give it a rest, Stretch. Some of us are trying to watch. You would remain on the ground if not for your father, who sees you wavering and makes a face.

			“What’s stopping you?” he says. “Go ahead.”

			Franz offers you his hand, and you take it, squeezing it a little as you let him bear your weight. He steadies you until you are in position, and then you return the favor and help him climb onto his own seat. The two of you raise your heads above the crowd just in time to see Rocca work the ropes for his finishing move, which happens so quickly, you can hardly tell what occurs: all you see is Rocca leaping from the top turnbuckle over his opponent’s head, and a series of legs going over heads, until the hapless goof is pinned to the mat. And then, miracle of miracles, your father momentarily forgets to feel self-conscious about being physically close to you. He puts his arm around your shoulder and pulls you roughly to his side with the congratulatory one-armed hug of a true fan, which would stun you if you weren’t so transported yourself.

			After the match, the two of you walk out of the auditorium to the subway and hop onto the Broad Street line, talking nonstop for the entire ride in excited, sputtering half sentences (“Did you see the . . . ?” “Yeah, but how about when he . . . ?”). You get off at your stop and walk a block or so before your father asks if you want to go back to the subway station and wait for the rain to pass, and you turn your face to the sky.

			“It is raining, isn’t it?” you say. “I hadn’t noticed.”

			Franz smiles and drapes his jacket over your head, and you clutch it closed beneath your chin. By the time you walk the ten blocks to your home, you are both soaking wet. But you hardly notice: you are both still busy reliving all of Rocca’s amazing feats. For the rest of your life, you will remember this conversation as the longest and most intimate the two of you ever shared.

			•    •    •

			You are still reveling in the moment the next morning, when local wrestling promoter Salvatore Costantini steps into your diner in search of breakfast. For the time being, you want nothing more than to do it again—to sit in the audience, your father by your side. But this man will give you reason to dream much bigger. As it happens, you arrive at his booth—blue-and-white uniform crisp, ponytail swinging—to drop off a plate of scrapple just as he finds the article about the bout in the paper, along with a photo of Rocca midair, legs and arms spread, fingers touching toes.

			“Isn’t he amazing?” you say, pointing to the photo. “Were you at the match?”

			Costantini looks up from the paper with an expression that is starting to become all too familiar. This figure of yours, the one that keeps the boys your age away, also has a way of attracting the attention of a particular kind of man. Your body is both a force field and a magnet; you’re not sure which is preferable, but in this case, it serves you anyway: Costantini might have given you a curt response to shoo you away so he could get back to his paper—he is surely anxious to see how the match played in the Inquirer—but it seems he can’t resist the opportunity to impress a pretty girl.

			“It was my promotion,” he says, grinning.

			“No kidding!” you say. “You want a warm-up?”

			Of course Costantini wants a warm-up. When you return with the coffee pot, he says, “You look familiar. Have I seen you before?”

			In the few short months you’ve worked here, you’ve heard this line and dozens of others enough times to see through them. You were prepared to like the guy for putting on a good show; now you decide your initial impression was on the money, so you say, “I don’t think so,” and turn on your heels. But then Costantini snaps his fingers loudly, which can only mean (a) he is being genuine, and (b) the answer has come to him.

			“I know where! You were on that show, with the dancing. I remember you—you and the other girl, doing the flips.”

			“Yeah, that was me,” you say, more than a little embarrassed.

			“You were really something!” he says, wagging his finger at you. “Where’d you learn that? You some kind of athlete?”

			“Why?” you ask, still suspicious. “You writing a book?”

			Why? Because Costantini is always on the hunt for talent, not only for his Pennsylvania territory, where it is still illegal for women to wrestle, but in DC, which is decidedly pro-woman. And a woman like you, a woman who can get attention with both her looks and her physical skill, might be just what he needs to lure spectators away from rival DC promoter Vince McMahon. Costantini slurps his coffee, his eyes fixed on you.

			“No,” he says, “but I do think you could be a wrestler yourself.”

			This statement is so ludicrous that at first, you laugh it off. But his expression doesn’t change; it seems he’s serious. You listen to the sentence again in your head, first breaking it down into digestible parts—I, think, you, wrestler—and then putting the parts back together again. He thinks you could be a wrestler.

			“So, women wrestle, too?”

			“Not around here they don’t, but in lots of other places they do.”

			For all the pleasure last night brought you, at no point did you imagine yourself in the scene. But when Costantini plants the seed, it quickly sprouts. Why couldn’t you be the one in the ring, on the ropes? You are in need of direction. Maybe this is the way to go. “And you think I could do it?”

			“Not everyone can move like you did on that show,” he says. He pulls a money clip from his pocket and peels off a twenty-dollar bill. When you tell him you’ll be right back with the check, he holds up a hand to stop you. “This isn’t for the food,” he says, slapping the bill on the table. “It’s for you, if you can show me another one of those flips.” He taps his finger on the table and smiles. “Let’s see it.”

			You don’t know whether to congratulate or kick yourself. If you take a spill in front of the regulars and the line cooks, you will never live it down. And you’re still not sure about this guy; you don’t know what he’s after. But twenty dollars is a lot of bread, more than you bring home most weeks. So go ahead. Step back from the booth; slide your tray onto the counter. Warn the nearby diners to stay in their seats. Breathe in, breathe out, and then bend your knees, swing your arms, and go over, body arched, muscles strained, skirt opening to the world, before coming right side up again and landing squarely on your saddle shoes. Hold your arms up in a V: victory. Revel in the applause.

			The only person who doesn’t cheer audibly is Costantini, who slurps his coffee and stares shamelessly. After accepting the congratulations of the diners, you return to his booth to collect your money.

			“Impressive,” he says, handing over the twenty. While you pocket the dough, he reaches inside his coat and retrieves a fountain pen and a notebook, which he flips open. “Do you think you could write your name and address down here for me? I want to tell someone I know about you.”

			“I can’t tell you where I live,” you say, thankful that, despite your excitement, you can still exercise some common sense. “I just met you.”

			“How about just your name, then?” This much, you can manage. You write your name in your clear, precise hand. He attempts to read it aloud, and you correct him twice before he gives up.

			“Yowzah,” he says. “If you do become a wrestler, first thing we’re doing is changing your name.”

			“We are?”

			“Young lady, I can see you signing a lot of autographs, and trust me,” he says, waving the little pad in the air, “when that happens, you’re going to want a lot less name.”

			•    •    •

			The days that follow are the longest and slowest of your life. Wrestling, it now seems, may be the solution to all of life’s problems. One, it could give the sole bedroom of the little row house back to your father, a gift you aren’t sure how you might give him otherwise. Two, it’s something. What have you got going now? A whole lot of nothing, that’s what. But most of all, the memory of Rocca’s riveting performance is still fresh enough for you to imagine that this could be more than something: it just might be it. If you never hear from Costantini or his friend, you may never recover.

			Thankfully, by the end of the week, a large envelope postmarked Otherside, Florida, arrives at the diner. When the owner hands it to you, eyebrow raised, you offer no explanation before shoving it into your bag, hurrying home, and ripping it open in the privacy of your bedroom. Inside is a letter from Mr. Joe Pospisil, trainer, manager, and proprietor of the Pospisil School for Lady Grappling, in which he dangles the possibility of your coming to the Florida Panhandle (on a trial basis, of course) to learn to wrestle so that you might join the pantheon of lady grapplers he has personally trained and managed. In addition to outlining the careers of the most notable figures (Kat Fever, Screaming Mimi Hollander, and, of course, The Ragin’ Cajun), he has included a half-dozen publicity shots of wrestlers he manages: strong, beautiful ladies in pinup attire—bathing suits, platform heels. Some flex biceps and smile, their mouths stained with lipstick; others stand with their hands on their hips, staring aggressively back at whoever dares look their way. The most mesmerizing of the lot (not one of his girls, he admits, but meant to inspire) is photographed in this latter pose: a petite, brawny brunette with a deep V in the front of her suit, upswept bangs, a cleft in her chin, slightly pointed ears, and a large belt around her waist, a trophy that “with hard work and a little luck, might someday be yours.”

			This, you will soon learn, is Mildred Burke, the former (and, by some accounts, current) Women’s World Champion. True enough, the belt—a reported twenty-four-karat-gold accessory studded with seven diamonds, six amethysts, and four sapphires and weighing roughly the same as a four-month-old child—is still in her physical possession, as it has been for nearly two decades, but it is currently at the heart of a fierce custody battle. Make no mistake: Mildred Burke is one tough old broad. She is a tenacious road warrior, spending up to six nights a week defending her title, all the while suffering nose fractures, knee injuries, and the loosening and subsequent removal of all of her teeth. But in anything as duplicitous as wrestling, it takes more than grit—or talent, for that matter—to be a champion. Burke has kept the title this long for one reason, and one reason only: she’s married to Billy Wolfe, her manager. Wolfe had a vested interest in keeping his wife on top and enough force to make it so. But now, after years of exploitation and public humiliation, Burke has finally decided to part ways with him, which has led to fierce contentions over the belt and caused an already dubious championship to become even more suspect.I

			But it will be a long time before you know this history, or understand anything resembling the truth about wrestling. What matters now is that in this image, all of your vague longings find their form. You tape Mildred’s glossy to the back of your bedroom door, a place where it should not draw your father’s attention but can continue to inspire. Now you know who you want to be. You want to be the champion.

			•    •    •

			Last but not least, the letter invites you to answer a few questions in order to see “if you have what it takes” to be a professional wrestler. The enclosed questionnaire is brief and perplexing. Oh, it begins straightforwardly enough, with questions about your experience with athletics in general and wrestling in particular. The next few are more peculiar and more personal—questions about your relationships (“Do you have a serious boyfriend whom you intend to marry in the foreseeable future?”), your domestic skill set (“Do you cook?”), your personal habits (“Do you practice good hygiene?”), and your characterization of yourself (“Would you consider yourself a feminine woman?”). It is hard to see what any of this has to do with your qualifications to be a wrestler; still, you answer the questions easily and honestly. The only real snag you hit is when it asks for your measurements, including your height, which apparently has to be between five foot two and five foot nine.

			It was possible to imagine from the previous questions that you might in fact “have what it takes” to be a wrestler, but there is no way around this problem: you are simply too tall. But you cannot let a couple of inches keep you from realizing your destiny. And so, after scrawling a 5 in the space allotted for “feet,” you press the pen against the paper, loop around and, hand shaking, come down, creating a 9 in the space for “inches.”

			When you failed to tell your father about Bandstand, you didn’t exactly lie; you simply withheld information. This action, however, is unmistakable: you have represented yourself as something you most certainly are not. But what is the alternative? It seems a reasonable and justifiable move, but so will many that you will take over the next year, until you find yourself neither where you meant to go nor where you might turn back. Of course, that is impossible for you to imagine now, in this early leg, with all that is familiar just a turn of the head away. Only those of us burdened by hindsight can see this act as dangerous. You fold the completed questionnaire three ways, stuff it into an envelope, and send it on its way.

			•    •    •

			It takes ten excruciating days for Pospisil’s response to arrive, but it is everything you hoped it would be. He is convinced that a career in wrestling is in your cards and hopes you’ll take the next southbound train so you can attend his school and get this career off the ground. When he gets the green light from you, he will wire the money for a train ticket. Not only that, he will pay you fifty dollars a week plus room and board for the first month. If, after a month, you want to return home, he will pay for that ticket as well and wish you a happy life. And, of course, he is happy to answer any questions that you or your parents might have, as he is a father himself and understands that fathers often need personal reassurances on these kinds of things. A business card is provided for this purpose.

			As thrilling as all of this is, there’s an element of ice-water-to-the-face about it. What reassurances could Pospisil possibly offer that would convince your father, a man who doesn’t even believe in eating in front of the television, to let you just pack up your bags and travel unescorted to Florida for the purpose of becoming a professional wrestler? It takes a day, and another brisket dinner, for you to summon the courage to broach the idea with him.

			His response is definite: “Women don’t wrestle.”

			You provide him with the only evidence you have to the contrary, fanning the publicity shots out in front of him like a winning card hand. As you should have expected, Franz stares at them in saucer-eyed horror.

			“This is what you want?” he says, gesturing toward them. “To parade in front of a bunch of men you don’t know in a suit like this?”

			“I want to be a wrestler,” you say with forced patience. “I want to give it a try, at least.”

			“I don’t understand,” he asks, his face pained. “Why?”

			Why? It’s an impossible question to answer. The reasons are complicated and unspeakable. Eventually, you say, “I can’t stay here and take care of you my whole life.”

			“I think you’ve got this backwards, Leonie. I’m your father. I go to work, I pay the mortgage, and I keep my daughter from making bad choices. I take care of you.”

			You’ve put your foot in it now. You feel your opportunity slipping away; you have to blink your eyes and look up at the ceiling so you won’t cry. “What else can I do, Father? This is my best chance.”

			Franz looks down at his feet; you are still looking up. In another minute, you are sure, he will slam his fist on the table, and that will be that. When moments later this still hasn’t happened, you dare to look at his face, one that has always looked old to you but now seems even older. He looks up at you. You are prepared for him to say anything. You’ve never crossed your father, no matter the stakes. If he says no, you will accept it and never mention it again.

			Who can know what he is thinking in the minutes before he says his next words. I have always imagined that in this moment, he understands how little he knows about what the world has to offer, what you might need from it, and how you might get it. You are as mysterious a creature to him as he is to you and me, and none of us will know much about what is or isn’t a best chance until it has been taken.

			“I will call this man,” he says. “I’m not promising anything, but I’ll call.”

			•    •    •

			Your father has plenty of questions for Mr. Pospisil. How safe is it? How often will you have to travel? How far? Who will go with you? A number of his questions concern men: at the school, on the cards, in the audience. Apparently he believes his entire sex is bad news from which you must be shielded. This conversation is difficult for you to endure. Complicated negotiations regarding your future are in process, and you are barely even a spectator. You have no idea what Mr. Pospisil is saying, or whether your father finds these answers satisfactory; his flat expression reveals nothing.

			At the end of this torture, Franz asks, “Tell me, Mr. Pospisil, would you let your daughter do this?” Franz listens to the answer, stone-faced, and then wordlessly hands the phone to you and steps outside. Once he is safely out of earshot, you thank Mr. Pospisil for his patience.

			“It’s my job,” he says. “I love it when I get that last question. It’s my ace in the hole.”

			“So you think he’ll say yes?”

			“You know that better than I do. But I hope so.”

			You would not typically follow your father outside, but you do it this evening, sitting quietly beside him, your arms wrapped around your knees, while he puffs on a Winston. Somewhere nearby, a group of men sit in a living room playing an improvised jazz number, and the muffled notes drift into space. A door opens; the sound has drawn Ms. Riley out of her house. She puts her hands on the small of her back and arches, thrusting her chest forward. She sees the two of you sitting there and waves down at you.

			“Leonie. Franz. How goes it?”

			Your father gestures toward you with his thumb. “My kid here wants to move to Florida and be a wrestler. What do you think of that?”

			Ms. Riley gives you a curious look and laughs in a way that strikes you as more than a little sad before turning to your father. “My kid got herself knocked up by a meathead bum. Want to trade?”

			Your father says nothing.

			Soon, the engine of a sedan drowns out the music, and Ms. Riley waves her good-byes and returns inside. When it is just the two of you, you dare to ask your father, who stares ahead, his eyes glazed, what he is thinking.

			“I’m thinking,” he says, “that you are going to Florida, and nothing will be the same.”

			He has decided; he will not give you his blessing, but he will not stand in your way. You could burst from relief, but, to your credit, you keep your feelings under wraps. This is big—as much as you could hope from him. He deserves your gratitude, which you attempt to demonstrate by following him inside and drying the dishes after he washes them. When you finish, Franz gets a beer from the refrigerator, turns on the radio, and lies down on the couch. You take your cue and disappear into your bedroom, excited by your father’s decision, but saddened by it, too. You understand his fear, that he will lose you, and this scares you as well. Not enough to drive you out of the bedroom and into his arms (if you had any idea just how complete the loss will be, you would do exactly that), but enough to keep you up well into the night, so that you are still awake when Franz turns up the volume on Perry Como and cracks open your bedroom door.

			“This one’s for you, Leonie,” he whispers into the darkness, barely audible above the crooner.

			

			
				
					I.  In wrestling, even the asterisks have asterisks.
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