














PRAISE FOR
The Lockhart Women


“O.J.’s famous white Bronco flight and his trial for murder is the perfect backdrop for this story of a mother and her two daughters watching their lives implode. Great writing, compelling, and fast-paced, The Lockhart Women is impossible to put down.”


—DIANA WAGMAN, award-winning author of Extraordinary October and Spontaneous


“Touching on themes of motherhood, fidelity, and responsibility, this is a coming-of-age tale for both Brenda and her daughters, teaching us that the indelible bonds of love can steer families through the roughest of passages.”


—JULIE ZUCKERMAN, award-winning author of The Book of Jeremiah


“Like Mona Simpson’s Anywhere but Here, The Lockhart Women sensitively illustrates what happens to children coming of age under the influence of childish parents and provides hope that everyone—parents and children—can grow and develop. An authentically hopeful and realistic novel.”


—SHELLEY BLANTON-STROUD, award-winning author of Copy Boy


“Brenda Lockhart and her two daughters are complicated and not always admirable characters but they are relentlessly human. Camarillo laces her debut novel with concise prose, dry humor, and flinty realism, allowing love, resilience, hope, and eventual forgiveness to shine through.”
 

—SAMANTHA DUNN, best-selling author of Not By Accident:
Reconstructing a Careless Life
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For Alma Parker




And the days that I keep my gratitude
higher than my expectations
Well, I have really good days


MOTHER BLUES
BY RAY WYLIE HUBBARD




CHAPTER ONE



June 17, 1994


BRENDA CAN’T DECIDE WHAT IS WORSE, WATCHING HER HUSBAND DRIVE LIKE a maniac or worrying about some idiot on the San Diego Freeway crashing into his brand-new truck. Everyone is driving too fast, following too closely, and changing lanes without signaling. At least the traffic is moving, she tells herself, somewhat of a miracle on a getaway Friday. And then for no apparent reason, all the brake lights go red and every vehicle in all eight lanes across the freeway comes to a dead stop. She braces her hand on the dashboard as her foot instinctively reaches for the nonexistent brake pedal.


“Will you stop that?” Frank says.


“You should have taken surface streets.”


“Surface streets would have been worse.” Frank drums his fingertips on the steering wheel. “Jesus Christ. What the hell is going on?”


“It’s Friday night. What did you expect?” Brenda wonders again why he’s so intent on going to a housewarming party in Torrance just because some woman he works with at the post office bought herself a condo. It doesn’t seem much to celebrate, but Frank changed into his best Hawaiian shirt and a new pair of shorts as soon as he came home from work.


“I could have at least made my seven-layer dip. I wish you’d given me a little more notice.” She never goes to parties empty-handed. She’s famous for her dip, her guacamole, and her double fudge Bundt cake. “Why would you take the girls and not me?”


“I told you, you didn’t have to come. There must be an accident ahead.”


She flips down the visor to check her hair. The new style is very blond and very short, with loose spiral curls gelled away from her face. Her hairdresser copied it from a magazine photo of Drew Barrymore, which her daughters find ridiculous, their ancient mother imitating an actress their age. Frank either hasn’t noticed or has chosen not to comment. His red hair is flecked with gray and there are tiny lines etched around his green eyes, but (luckily or unfortunately, lately she can’t decide which is more accurate) he’s still the best-looking man she knows.


Peggy and Allison laugh together in the back seat about something. She glances at them as she touches up her lipstick. Her daughters are barely ten months apart in age but could not be more different in temperament or appearance. Peggy’s a pretty girl, a somewhat sturdier version of herself. They are both brown-eyed blonds, although Peggy’s hair is more of a dishwater color and her eyes are always too serious. If only she’d wear something more flattering than that flannel shirt and those overalls. Allison’s especially adorable today in her slip dress over a plain white T-shirt. Her youngest is suddenly breathtakingly beautiful, tall, redheaded, green-eyed, impatient, and easily irritated with her all the time, just like Frank is.


“Who is this woman again?” Brenda asks.


“You’ve met Linda before at Bill’s barbeque on Memorial Day. She transferred here from Denver.”


She vaguely remembers Linda now. Single, older, with big horsey teeth. “I don’t understand a woman buying a place on her own.”


“Me either,” Allison says. “Has she just given up on ever getting married?”


“God,” Peggy says. “Women can buy houses on their own, you know. You are aware it’s almost a new century.”


“That’s my girl,” Frank says.


“I know women can do whatever they want,” Brenda says, noting Peggy’s satisfied grin at Frank’s praise. “But I don’t understand why anyone would buy a condo in Torrance.”


“Don’t even think about it, asshole,” Frank says as a green Corolla tries to cut in in front of them. “Linda wanted to live closer to her mother.”


“Condos don’t appreciate like houses do. Especially in Torrance. She’ll never get her investment back.”


Now the Corolla is blocking both lanes and Frank blasts his horn.


“Let’s just get off at the next exit and go out to dinner,” Brenda says. “I saw a Cheesecake Factory a few miles back.”


“I can’t get off the freeway right now,” Frank says. “I’m locked in.”


“Why are all those people standing on the overpass?” Allison asks.


Brenda looks up and indeed, there are dozens of people on the overpass, staring intently through the chain-link fence at the freeway below. A few of them hold signs. HONK IF YOU LOVE THE JUICE! RUN O. J. RUN! The man driving the green Corolla shuts off his engine and gets out of his car.


Frank rolls down his window. “What are you doing?”


“O. J.’s making a run for it,” the man says. “He’s behind us now, in a white Bronco, heading this way.”


“Who’s O. J.?” Allison asks.


“Some guy whose wife was murdered,” Peggy says.


“He’s not just some guy,” Frank says. “He’s the greatest athlete of our time.”


“Remember those commercials,” Brenda says, “where he jumped over suitcases at the airport?”


“The Juice is loose,” a woman getting out of a car behind them yells. The crowd is giddy with the exhilaration of standing on the normally forbidden freeway. On the southbound side, cars are parked in the carpool lane, and their passengers lean over the center divider as if they are joining a neighborhood barbecue.


“This is crazy,” Brenda says.


“Let’s get out.” Frank turns off the engine and jumps out of the truck, both girls right behind him.


“Be careful!” she says as he reaches for Allison’s hand and glances over his shoulder, waiting for Peggy. She smiles. He may not be a faithful husband or a forgiving man, but he’s always been a good father. She gets out too and leans against the hood of Frank’s truck. It’s a beautiful metallic blue color, a nice contrast to her white midriff top.


The circus atmosphere around her, however, is unsettling. This morning’s newspaper said O. J.’s two young children slept through the attack on their mother and that the entranceway to Nicole’s pink stucco house was slick with blood. Brenda hasn’t been able to get the images out of her head.


She feels a rumbling sound overhead as a swarm of helicopters hovers above the freeway. The blades stir the warm mid-June evening air into a dusty cloud of cigarette butts, drink straws, and fast-food wrappers. Lights flash from the tops of at least twenty police cars and half a dozen motorcycle cops. The noise from the crowd intensifies as people cheer. “Go, O. J., go!” Frank pumps his fist in the air and Allison waves her hands overhead. Even the hard-to-impress Peggy is smiling, her face flushed with excitement.


Brenda’s heart beats faster as a white Bronco with dark-tinted windows approaches, barely going twenty miles an hour. She doesn’t recognize the man hunched over the steering wheel, but she’s seen the larger man in the back seat before. He came into the steak house where she worked years ago, before she was married. O. J. Simpson, staring right at her, right now with big brown eyes. He doesn’t look like a murderer. He looks like a grieving man with a dead wife and two motherless children. She raises her right hand and waves. He nods slightly as the Bronco passes, followed by more police cars and motorcycles.


They all climb back in the truck.


“That was pretty exciting,” Allison says.


“We’ll probably be on the news,” Peggy says.


“O. J. looked right at me,” Brenda says. “I think he recognized me.”


Frank snorts. “From where?”


“He came into the steak house once. I told you that.”


“You actually met him?” Allison asks.


“Well, he sat in a different section. But I must have made an impression.”


“It’s been twenty years since you worked there,” Frank says. “There’s no way he’d remember you. Although you are his type.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” She knows from the newspapers Nicole Simpson was also tall, tanned, and Orange County raised, but Nicole had a huge chin, which took away from her prettiness. Brenda’s chin is nowhere near that large.


“Blond and beautiful, of course.” It doesn’t sound like a compliment and Frank’s smile is cold as he turns to the back seat. “Aren’t you guys glad you decided to come with me tonight?”


“They’re going to be bored to death,” Brenda says. “No one brings their kids to work parties anymore.”


“Linda’s place isn’t far,” he says. “We can still make the party.”


“Lucky us,” Brenda says.


“DID you think any more about Orchard Hills?” she asks once traffic is moving again. She’d left a flyer next to his side of the bed about a new housing development going up near one of the best high schools in one of Orange County’s nicest neighborhoods. Frank doesn’t like to discuss money in front of the girls, but now she’s in the mood for a fight.


They’d made a huge mistake buying into their housing tract, not realizing the school districts would be remapped. Instead of attending Huntington Beach High School like they’d planned, the girls were stuck at Ocean View. The name itself is ridiculous. There’s no view of the ocean, just a strong scent of garbage from the city dump down the street. Peggy’s apparently happy about attending Cal State Long Beach this fall, but Brenda had hoped for a college with more prestige, especially considering Peggy’s almost all As. She doubts Allison’s barely C average will get her into a decent art school. If she’s serious about being an interior designer, Allison’s going to need connections, which means meeting a better class of people.


“How much could we get for our place?” There’s not much more they can do to their two-story Colonial. They’ve replaced the aluminum windows with double-paned vinyl, scraped off the cottage cheese ceilings, added crown moldings, remodeled both bathrooms and the kitchen, and relandscaped the front and back yards. It’s primed to sell.


“I don’t want to talk about this right now.” Frank nods his head toward the back seat. “And we can’t afford Orchard Hills anyway.”


“Am I still going to be able to live in the dorm?” Peggy asks.


“I’m not changing schools my senior year,” Allison says.


“Of course, you’re going to live in the dorm. Your father’s overreacting as usual.” She turns to Frank. “You’re the one who just spent all that money on your boat.”


“I just put money in our boat so we can sell it.”


“This is so typical of you. You have no vision.” 


“I make decent money. Which you don’t seem to have any trouble spending.”


“I just want a better life for our girls. And it would be nice to live someplace with a view. I’m sick of all the cinderblock walls.”


“It’s called suburbia. You don’t think people should have walls around their property?”


“It’s ugly. I’d like some open space around me. And some trees.”


Frank’s lips tighten, and he turns up the radio. Classic rock, as usual. She’d give anything to hear something with a little soul, something from this decade at least.


“If Bill’s at this party, I’m asking him about New Orleans.”


This is something else Frank won’t want to discuss right now. He’d announced over breakfast he was going to Louisiana in July to look at some new kind of mail-sorting machine, which sounded like another boondoggle, and she expected to tag along, as she’d done before on his trips to Washington, DC, and San Francisco. It’s the only way she ever gets to go anywhere.


“I already told you, the district manager specifically said, no spouses.”


“New Orleans is the one place in the world I’ve always wanted to visit. You know that.”


“There’s nothing I can do. Bill says they’re concerned about how it might look to the auditors.”


She glances over at the woman alone behind the wheel in the car next to them and tries to imagine being on her own. What a relief not to have to argue about everything, to make her own decisions about where to live and travel and what to listen to on the radio. They might as well sell the boat and make some room in the driveway. They haven’t gone to the river in years. Frank is always working or traveling for work.


Back in the day, before he’d started finagling his way through the maze of post office politics, they’d caravanned with friends out to the Colorado River for long weekends. They both had more stamina then, fueled by youth, alcohol, and occasional lines of cocaine. Frank had the biggest boat, and she was the only woman who could drink as much as the men did. She was fun. At night, they’d leave their girls asleep in the tent and take the boat across the river to the bars on the Arizona side. They’d dance on a deck under the stars until it was almost dawn, cruise back across the river, nap for a few hours, and then drive back to Huntington Beach in time for Frank to make it to work. She misses those days. She can still be fun.


WHEN Frank parks in front of what must be Linda’s building, Brenda half wonders if he’s been there before since he doesn’t seem to have any written directions, but she can’t imagine how or why he would know this neighborhood. The building is a beige concrete box on a street lined with identical concrete boxes, one right after another. It’s the kind of place where people who don’t have any choices would live.


Frank dangles the keys in her face. “You’re driving home. It’s my turn to drink.”


“I can drive,” Peggy says. “I need the practice.”


“You drive like an old lady,” Allison says. “It’ll take forever to get home.”


“So what?” Peggy says. “It took us forever to get here.”


Frank is already heading across the brown grass toward what must be Linda’s building. Brenda puts the keys in her purse. “Peggy can drive us home as long as we leave before it gets too dark.”


Inside the condo, the usual crowd is huddled around the television set, the other postal couples they’ve known forever: Julie and Rick, Bill and Sue. It’s an incestuous job. Julie sells stamps, Rick supervises custodians, Sue is a mail carrier, and Bill (much to everyone’s surprise and Frank’s obvious jealousy) has just been promoted to plant manager, which technically makes him Frank’s boss. A half dozen other familiar faces sit or stand around Linda’s tiny living room. Brenda recognizes Phyllis, from accounting, and her husband, both heavy-set, both wearing not-exactly-clean cowboy boots. They live out in Riverside and raise chickens. Ginny, Frank’s secretary with the big fake boobs, and her latest husband, whose name Brenda can never remember, sit on the love seat next to the couch. They all stare at the screen, watching police cars follow O. J.’s white Bronco. No one else has brought their kids.


“We just saw O. J. on the freeway! He looked right at me.” Everyone seems suitably impressed, so she goes on. “He came into my restaurant once, a long time ago.”


“Your restaurant?” Franks laughs.


Linda gets up from one of the couches. “They say he’s heading to his mother’s house to turn himself in.”


Linda could not possibly have chosen a less attractive outfit. The elastic waist on her skirt bunches across her stomach. The paisley-printed tunic doesn’t go with the turquoise earrings or the clunky brown sandals. Her eyes are a nondescript color and her lashes and eyebrows are almost invisible. She doesn’t color her hair and she should. The woman needs a makeover.


“Let me get you a beer,” Linda says.


“Nothing for me,” Brenda says as Frank follows Linda out of the living room past the dining room table loaded with gift bags and cards. She could have easily put a housewarming gift together. Gift bags are her strong point. “I didn’t realize there was a party tonight. Frank didn’t give me enough time to change.” She knows it doesn’t matter what she wears to these things since no one gets dressed up. Sue and Julie still have on their uniforms. Still, she believes in making an effort. She glances down at her wide-legged jeans and midriff top, which suddenly feels a little too slinky, the way it gapes open above her cleavage. She adjusts the neckline and tries to ignore her daughters’ expressions across the room. They don’t think she should wear midriffs anymore. They’d rather she dressed like a nun.


Bill raises the glass of scotch in his hand in salute from where he’s leaning against the wall of the dining room, untucked shirt, loosened tie, face slightly flushed. He’s a softer and slouchier version of Frank with the same Irish coloring, nearly handsome with a tendency to be obnoxiously extroverted. “You always look glamorous, Brenda.”


“You’re definitely our fashion plate.” Sue’s tone borders on sarcasm, but Brenda lets it slide.


“We missed you at step class last night,” Brenda says. “We learned a new routine.”


Sue says she couldn’t talk herself into going. “It was PennySaver day. I was beat when I got home.”


The postal uniform doesn’t do Sue any favors. She’s slim and trim above her waist with narrow shoulders and small breasts but look out below. Her hips, ass, and thighs are enormous. PennySaver or not, Sue needs the exercise.


“You should have seen Brenda,” Julie says. “Up in front of the class with all the twenty-year-olds.”


“You were working hard too,” Brenda says.


Julie is skinny with ridiculously sized double-D-cup breasts, a hawklike nose, and thin hair that she wears in an unattractive bun. Last night she was in the back of the class, talking more than moving, but everyone needs a little encouragement.


“You know what I just realized, Brenda?” Bill says. “You look a lot like Nicole Simpson. No wonder O. J. was staring at you. He probably thought he was seeing a ghost.”


“Do you think so?” Brenda smiles. “We’re the same age, but Nicole’s chin is different than mine.”


“You’re not the same age,” Sue says. “Nicole Simpson was only thirty-five. You’ll be thirty-eight this year, won’t you?”


“Thanks for reminding me.” Sue will be forty next year, Brenda is about to say when Linda comes back with Frank and says, “There’s food in the kitchen if you girls are hungry and some Cokes in the fridge.” Linda turns toward Brenda. “Would the girls like to watch a movie upstairs?”


“We can’t stay long.” She tries not to stare at Linda’s big horsey teeth and crinkled neck and wonders how old she is and why she’s so anxious and awkward. The woman can barely maintain eye contact.


“What movies do you have?” Allison asks.


“I just bought When Harry Met Sally. I know it’s kind of corny.”


“They’ve seen it before,” Brenda says, but both girls nod and follow Linda up the stairs as if she’s the Pied Piper. Brenda trails behind them, taking in the framed diplomas and certificates. What single, career women hang on their walls, she supposes, instead of pictures of their families. Impressive, but sad.


“I might as well give you guys the nickel tour,” Linda tells Allison and Peggy, still ignoring Brenda. She laughs nervously. “My bedroom’s to the right.”


A beautifully embroidered Mexican peasant dress lies across the foot of the bed next to a ratty pair of slippers. Brenda walks closer to examine the dress. “This is pretty,” she says, fingering the hem. The colors are vivid, the design intricate. It looks like an expensive work of art.


“I spent my senior year of college in Mexico City. Let me pop in the movie. The VCR’s in there.” Linda hurries to the second bedroom. 


I’ve made her uncomfortable, Brenda realizes, which isn’t unusual. Women can be jealous of her sometimes, especially women who do absolutely nothing to make themselves more attractive, don’t exercise, eat whatever they want, and barely run a comb through their hair. She glances around the room at the framed album covers on the walls and recognizes most of the classic rock bands Frank likes so much. Crosby, Stills, and Nash. The Eagles. Fleetwood Mac.


Linda crouches down on the floor and puts the video tape in the player. It spits out immediately. “I had it in backward.” She tries once more, but when the video starts, the picture jumps back and forth in a frenetic loop. “I always have trouble with this stupid player. Should I adjust the tracking?”


“Give it a minute,” Peggy says. “Ours does the same thing.” The movie starts, and Linda sits back on her heels, laughing with the girls at just about everything Billy Crystal says. Brenda leans in the doorway, watching. This is actually nice of Linda. Even a sappy comedy is a better choice than letting them watch O. J.’s Bronco coast toward Brentwood and certain death by police. She remembers the video of the Rodney King beating playing over and over again on the news not so long ago and shivers. She doesn’t want the girls to see something like that on live TV. Linda might be the kind of woman who would make a good friend.


“You want something to drink?” Linda asks, standing.


“White wine if you’ve got it.” Brenda follows her back down the stairs.


“You can use this.” Linda takes a glass out of one of the gift bags. “I’m really more of a beer drinker.”


That explains the belly. She used to like beer too, but it’s too fattening. Red wine gives her a headache, hard liquor doesn’t seem sociable, and mixed drinks go down too fast. She started sipping white wine because she doesn’t like the taste.


“Just a splash.” The remains of a six-foot-long sandwich sit on a board on the counter in the kitchen, next to a bowl of chips and some onion dip. None of it looks remotely appetizing.


Linda grabs a handful of chips. “It’s nice to finally meet the girls. Frank talks about them all the time.”


Linda’s eyes sparkle when she says Frank’s name, which is normal. Women adore Frank and he loves the attention. It’s a full-time job making sure his eyes eventually refocus on her and it gets harder every year. Time and gravity are powerful foes. At least she doesn’t have to worry about this woman.


“Frank says you transferred here from Denver. How do you like California?”


“I grew up in Torrance and went to school in Berkeley. I’ve been waiting a long time for a job to come up closer to my mom. She’s not in the best health.”


“What is it you do at the post office?”


“I’m a mail processing analyst. My background’s in engineering. I’ve always loved math.”


“Our Peggy wants to be a CPA and do taxes if you can believe that. It sounds so boring.”


“You can make good money with a tax practice.”


“Well, I’m terrible at math. And Frank isn’t much better.”


“I’d be happy to help Allison if she needs tutoring. Frank says she’s struggling a little. Did you talk her into going to summer school?”


Where in the world did that idea come from? “Allison’s enjoying her friends this summer,” Brenda says and takes a sip of wine. The taste is smoother than she expected.


Enjoying her friends is one way to put it. Just before school let out for the summer, Allison announced she needed birth control pills because she was going to start having sex with her boyfriend. Although Kevin Nelson is definitely not the right boy for Allison, Brenda made appointments with her gynecologist for both girls and bought a jumbo-sized box of condoms, insisting they keep a few in their purses. She watches the news. Sex isn’t like it was when she was young and everyone was jumping into bed with each other, pregnancy their only worry. Sex can kill you these days if you’re not careful.


She and Linda go back to the living room and watch what seems more of a police escort than a car chase since the Bronco is still barely going twenty miles an hour. There’s no place to sit once Linda takes the spot next to Frank on the couch, so Brenda glances around the room at Linda’s eclectic collections of Indian pottery, Japanese fans, African woven masks. Linda’s either quite the world traveler or she’s a frequent Cost-Plus shopper. It seems a little show-offy and way too much to dust.


Frank isn’t paying attention, so she tops off her glass in the kitchen and slides the screen door open to a small patio. There isn’t much to see. A barbecue, a table with two chairs, a couple of trash cans. Linda could use a few potted plants and a fountain to cheer the place up. She goes back in the kitchen and down the hallway to the bathroom and stares in the mirror over the sink, wondering if it’s time to get her eyes lifted. At least her neck is still good.


“We saw O. J. at the airport once,” Julie is saying in the living room. “He’s very good-looking.”


“He’s the real deal,” Bill says. “Heisman Trophy winner, NFL most valuable player, Pro Football Hall of Fame.”


“He left a suicide note,” Rick says. “That makes him sound guilty.”


“They wouldn’t have charged him with two counts of murder if they didn’t have evidence,” Frank says.


“What happened to innocent until proven guilty?” Brenda asks the mirror. At least there’s something different to talk about tonight instead of the usual topics: the post office and the people who work at the post office. She goes to the kitchen, opens the fridge, and pours the rest of the bottle into her glass, making a note of the label. The wine is tastier than what she usually drinks. Peggy will need to drive home.


Linda’s refrigerator is too large. It sticks out almost a foot in front of the stove. She’d move it across the room, rip out these tile counters and put in granite, and do a nice laminate floor. She’s got an eye for this sort of thing. She’d wanted to be a designer once upon a time before she met Frank.


A huge real estate magnet holds an SPCA calendar in the center of the fridge. The month of June features an extremely ugly cat with a long, thin face, spectral, like something from an Egyptian tomb. The appointments on the calendar (doctor next Thursday, haircut in two weeks, dinner with Mom every Sunday) show that poor Linda with all her degrees and fancy trips isn’t exactly living a wild, single life. She walks back through the living room, heads up the stairs, and sits down on the floor to watch the movie with her girls. The screen is split, showing Harry and Sally talking on the telephone while watching their respective television sets in their respective bedrooms.


“I don’t know why Meg Ryan is so freaked about not being married,” Peggy says. “She’s only thirty-two.”


“Thirty-two’s old,” Allison says. “Especially if you want to have kids.”


“Thirty two’s not old,” Brenda says. “I wish I’d waited longer to start my family.”


“I know,” Allison says. “Peggy was an accident and I’m the surprise. Story of our lives.”


It’s the story she’s always told them, but she’s alarmed at the bitterness in Allison’s voice. “Don’t be silly. You two are the best things that ever happened to me.” 


“That’s kind of depressing, Mom,” Peggy says. “Since not much has happened to you.”


“That’s not true,” Brenda says, although it is.


“Harry’s right,” Allison says. “Men and women can’t just be friends. Men are always going to want to have sex.”


Brenda sighs. Both girls seem intent on pushing her buttons tonight.


“You’re the sex expert,” Peggy says.


“You’re jealous. At least I have a boyfriend.”


“Kevin’s nothing to be jealous of.”


“If you two are going to argue, we should go home.” Brenda agrees with Peggy, though—she’s never been impressed with Kevin Nelson either. In elementary school he was a spoiled kid whose two fat parents held him back a year, so he’d be more competitive in sports. He’s all grown up now, another blond, blue-eyed golden California surfer boy, tanned, muscular, and way too full of himself. According to the newspapers, he’s Ocean View’s big hope for this year’s football season, as if that means anything. He’ll end up doing construction just like his father. Somehow, she’s going to convince Allison she can do better.


“We should go home anyway. You still want to drive, Peggy?”


“The movie barely started. And we’re not arguing.”


“I want to stay,” Allison says.


“Fine. We’re leaving as soon as it finishes.”


She heads down the stairs. Frank isn’t sitting on the couch in the living room and neither is Linda, which seems weird. Brenda retrieves another bottle from the fridge, but she can’t find a corkscrew. Where’s our hostess? she wonders as she hears voices outside.


“I wanted to meet the girls,” Linda says, “but I really don’t understand why you brought her. This is awkward for everyone.”


“She invited herself. I couldn’t exactly kick her out of the truck.”


Brenda’s heart pounds as she slides the screen door open. The way Frank and Linda sit together feels overly familiar and makes absolutely no sense. A wet drop from the wine bottle lands on her toe and she shivers despite the warm evening air. They look up at the same moment. Frank drops his hand into his lap.


Linda stands immediately. “Are the girls okay with the movie? I have others they might like better.”


“The girls are fine. I was looking for a corkscrew.”


“You’re drinking?” Frank asks.


“Peggy can drive us home. This is a cute place, Linda. I bet you could fix it up and flip it. We’re thinking about selling and buying something nicer ourselves. Upgrading to a new development in Orchard Hills. It’s in a much better school district.”


Frank shakes his head. “That is absolutely not what we’re doing.”


“The thing about Frank is he has no imagination.”


“Oh, I don’t know about that.” Even in the dark, Brenda can see Linda’s blushing. “I’ll find the corkscrew,” she says, taking the bottle.


“Can we go?” Brenda asks after Linda scurries inside.


“We just got here. At least let the girls finish their movie.”


“What are you doing out here alone with her in the dark?”


“Talking.”


“About what? What could you possibly have to say to her? She’s a strange one.”


“Please don’t drink anymore.” He stands and goes inside.


She takes a few deep breaths before she follows him. She’s misread the situation. The wine has gone to her head.
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JUST before 8:00 p.m., O. J. pulls into the driveway of his Brentwood home. For a long time, it seems like the police are going to shoot him, or that he may shoot himself, but in the end, no guns are fired, and he’s arrested. Brenda’s relieved but confused about what happens next. She’d like to hear more, but Frank changes the channel back to the basketball game. No one else seems to mind. They all start talking about the new flat-sorting machine and she nearly groans out loud.


What did she expect, marrying someone who only wanted a steady check and ten paid holidays? Frank started as a mail handler as soon as he came home from Vietnam, and it’s admirable how he’s worked his way up from unloading trucks on the dock to supervising the clerks who sort the mail, and most recently to managing distribution operations. But it’s still the post office, mindless blue-collar work. No skills required. Although Frank is finally wearing a suit and tie to work, he’s making less money since he doesn’t get paid for overtime anymore, even though he puts in more hours. And judging from the happy hour receipts she finds in his pockets, he’s spending a lot of money lately trying to impress someone.


“I’m not sure the Santa Ana plant has enough room for a flat-sorter,” Rick says.


“There’ll be plenty of room once we junk the letter sorter,” Bill says. “They’ll have more information when they come back from New Orleans.”


“Frank gets to go to all the cool cities,” Rick says. “The only place I’ve ever gone for work is Kansas City.”


“Good strip clubs in Kansas City,” Bill says.


Sue punches his arm. “How would you know that?”


Bill grins. “Just something I heard.”


Brenda goes to the kitchen and refills her wineglass. Bill said “they” as in plural and it doesn’t sound like he or Rick are going to New Orleans with Frank. She stares at the ugly cat on the calendar and lifts the page to July. There’s a photograph of a pit bull puppy and the letters “NOLA” written across the third week. This can’t be right. She puts the glass down carefully on the counter and goes back to the living room.


“You’re taking Linda to New Orleans?” Her voice is too loud, and all the conversations immediately cease.


Frank turns and looks at her, his eyes steady. “She’s the analyst on the project.”


His tone is infuriatingly condescending, and she feels her blood pressure rise. “How convenient. You must think I’m an idiot.”


“I think you’re drunk.”


“What’s wrong?” Linda asks as she comes out of the bathroom, acting all innocent. To think she imagined this woman as a possible friend.


“What wrong? Frank’s an asshole. And you’re just another one of his cunts.”


Someone gasps.


“Whoa,” Rick says. “Take it easy, Brenda.”


“We should go.” Frank walks closer. “Get your purse.”


“She’s not even pretty. You’re just trying to humiliate me.”


“That’s enough. I’m sorry, Linda.”


“Why are you apologizing to her?” Brenda slaps Frank hard across the face. She’s never hit him before and it frightens her how good it feels, but it scares her too, how much he wants to hit her back. She can see it in his eyes.


“What’s going on?” Allison’s voice. Dear God. Both girls are standing at the top of the staircase with their mouths wide open. They’ve heard everything. And of course, Frank makes this all her fault.


“Your mother’s had a little too much to drink.”


“Your father’s had a little too much to fuck,” she says and then immediately regrets. Her hand stings. She spots her purse under a chair, lunges for it, slings it over her shoulder, and opens the front door. “I’ll wait for you in the car, Frank.”


“You know what? I wasn’t going to do this tonight, but it’s time. I’m moving in with Linda.”


“No, you’re not.” Brenda turns. Frank has his arm around Linda’s waist.


“Dad,” Peggy says, her voice starting to break. “What are you doing?”


“Can you drive your mother and Allison home tonight, Peggy? I’ll call you guys tomorrow and explain everything.”


“I guess.” Peggy starts down the stairs, her face so pale Brenda’s afraid she might faint.


“Why do you have to always ruin everything?” Allison rushes past Peggy and flies out the front door, heading toward the truck.


Brenda glances around the room. No one makes eye contact. No one comes to her defense. She follows Peggy down the sidewalk and hands her the keys. “I’m sorry,” she says, but neither girl answers. Allison climbs in the back seat. Peggy adjusts the mirrors and turns the key. Brenda rolls down the passenger window and lets the night air flood in.


“Roll up the window,” Allison says. Brenda thinks about turning on the radio, but Peggy looks so nervous, the way her hands clinch the steering wheel. When Brenda glances over her shoulder at Allison, she’s staring straight ahead, an equally grim expression on her face.


“I know you’re both upset, but there’s a lot you don’t understand.”


Allison makes a spitting noise in the back seat. Peggy tightens her death grip on the steering wheel. She’ll find a way to make this up to them. There’s no way Frank is serious about that woman. She shouldn’t have called her a cunt and she shouldn’t have slapped him either, but it isn’t the first time they’ve fought in public. Their friends have known them a long time. They’ll understand and forgive her. She might even call Linda later and apologize. Offer to take her out to lunch. Maybe they can be friends.


There’s no traffic, but the drive home feels endless, the silence, relentless. When they finally pull in the driveway and the garage door opens, she admires her beautiful black BMW. The lease is up next month, and she’ll have a new model soon. Silver or white, she hasn’t decided. Frank spoils her. He’ll get someone at the party to give him a ride home. They’ll make love, and she’ll cook a good breakfast tomorrow morning and not complain about him watching basketball all afternoon.


She thinks about eggs and bacon and wobbles a little when her feet hit the ground. She leans against the hood for a moment, trying to steady herself. The girls file straight past her into the house and slam the door. Her head spins, her stomach lurches, and she barely makes it to the utility sink. She wipes her mouth and is sick again. There’s no one to hold her hair out of her face, to wipe her tears, to get her a drink of water, to help her into the house. She’s alone. 




CHAPTER TWO



PEGGY AND ALLISON ARE ON THEIR BIKES, FOLLOWING THE LAST FLOAT OF the Fourth of July parade down Main Street, red, white, and blue bunting strung on the eave of every house, residents sitting on their curbs in patriotic finery. Peggy rides behind her sister, dizzy from the fumes of alcohol rising from the red plastic cups in every hand. Everyone’s looking at Allison of course. Her red hair is loose and wild, her white eyelet top drops slightly off one shoulder, and her blue jean shorts are cut off at the exact curve of her hips. She’s the perfect American Girl.


Normally Allison is shy and reserved to the extent people assume she’s stuck up, but today she’s holding her head high, smiling and waving, actually making eye contact, as if she is in the parade too, as if she’s the one they all came to see. Some people call her by name even though this isn’t their part of town, although Peggy doesn’t really have a part of town, not one she feels comfortable in anyway.


This is Huntington Beach High School territory, not Ocean View, where she just graduated. No one knows her here at all, thank god, but a lot of people seem to know Allison, due to the boyfriend, Kevin, who surfs the pier and gets written up in the Orange County Register because he plays football, baseball, and basketball.


Peggy wishes she’d worn a pair of shorts that fit better and didn’t stick in her crotch. It’s too hot for the plaid flannel shirt she’s wearing over her bathing suit, but it hides the roll of fat above her waist. She keeps her head down, steering her bike around the steaming piles of horse shit left by the Budweiser  Clydesdales ahead of them. The Huntington Beach parade is the biggest west of the Mississippi, their dad has told them every Fourth of July since she can remember. He always staked out a square on the Main Street sidewalk before midnight on July 3rd, writing their name in chalk in block letters, as if they were celebrities. Today, they can’t find any place to park their bikes and sit down.


They turn around at Pacific Coast Highway where the parade ends and ride three miles inland on Goldenwest Street. When they get to their house, there’s an outline of rust in the driveway where the boat was parked. They put their bikes in the garage and go inside. Brenda’s in the living room pulling Frank’s dress shirts off hangers and throwing them in a pile on the floor on top of winter jackets, swim trunks, CDs, golf magazines, socks, T-shirts, and underwear. The fact that she’s dressed in something other than her nightgown and has possibly combed her hair might be encouraging if it wasn’t for the manic gleam in her eye.


“Your father sold the boat,” she says, struggling to open a black plastic garbage bag. “Pick out what you want. The rest of his things are going in the trash.”


“He was here?” Peggy asks.


“With that woman. Selling the boat was probably her idea.”


“You can’t just throw his stuff away,” Allison says.


“What did he say about the check for my dorm room?”


“You’ll have to ask him.”


“I don’t understand why you want to live in a dorm with a bunch of girls anyway,” Allison says. “You should move into your own place. That’s what Kevin and I are going to do as soon as we graduate. One more year and we’re out of here.”


“Isn’t Kevin supposed to get some football scholarship? He’ll be out of here without you.” 


Allison’s cheeks flush. “Shut up. Just because you have to be perfect all the time doesn’t mean you know anything.”


“I wish you two wouldn’t argue all the time,” Brenda says. “You used to be best friends. Decide what you want to keep. I’m tossing the rest.”


The television is on, of course. The television has been on since the day after the party when Linda dropped Frank off at the house, so he could pick up his truck and some clothes. He took her and Allison to Denny’s for breakfast, apologized for the way he and their mother had acted, promised he still loved them, and insisted nothing would change. That part was hard to believe as they stood together in the driveway and watched him pull away without them.


Since then, Brenda spends her day switching back and forth from the local news to Court TV, from Hard Copy to the Entertainment Channel. The reporter on the screen now is interviewing a dealer at a sports-memorabilia show at the Anaheim Convention Center. He holds up the latest O. J. trading card, the mug shot from the night of his arrest. The dealer says he might as well make money while he can.


“Who would buy something that sleazy?” Peggy asks.


“Your father used to collect baseball cards. Do you guys know what happened to them? I could sell them and make some money.”


“They aren’t yours to sell.” Allison slips Frank’s Swiss Army knife into the back pocket of her shorts and stomps up the stairs to take a shower. Peggy finds an old Springsteen T-shirt in the stack of clothes, which all smell like Brut cologne and cigarettes. She pulls it over her head, goes in the kitchen, calls her father again, and leaves another message on Linda’s answering machine.
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AFTER Brenda fills twenty trash bags and hauls them out to the street, she pours a glass of white wine. Peggy and Allison exchange glances. “You never drink wine during the day,” Peggy says.


“It’s a holiday.” Brenda turns up the volume on the television. Geraldo Rivera explains that the grand jury is trying to decide if Simpson should stand trial or not.


“Obviously, he should stand trial,” Peggy says. “Can we watch something else?”


“There’s nothing else on,” Brenda says. “And I think this is fascinating. Do you think O. J. killed them?”


“Who cares?” Allison says. “Are you just going to turn into a wino now? Isn’t that why Dad left? Because you got drunk and called Linda a cunt?”


“You should apologize, Mom,” Peggy says.


“That’s an ugly word and I should never have said it. And I have apologized.”


“What are we having for dinner?” Peggy asks.


“We’ll barbeque hamburgers, like we always do on the Fourth.”


“Do you even know how to light the barbeque?” Allison asks. “Isn’t that Dad’s job?”


“Of course, I do,” Brenda says. “I’m not helpless and neither are the two of you.”


When they find her passed out on the couch before dark, Allison slips a twenty out of her purse. Peggy takes the car keys. They drive through McDonald’s and bring home hamburgers and fries. After they eat, they climb up on the roof to watch the neighbors light fireworks. Every house around them is outlined in six-foot-high cinderblocks, and some of the walls have been built up even higher, with wooden trellises and creeping fig.


“Remember the first time Dad brought us up here?” Allison says. “I thought Mom was going to have a heart attack.” 


“We were pretty little. It was a crazy thing to do.” Peggy smiles, remembering how equally terrified and excited she’d been that night, holding her dad’s strong arm as tight as she could. The explosions sizzle, pop, and strobe-light the palm trees up and down the street, illuminating the mountain of the twenty black trash bags on the curb in front of their house. In between cherry bombs, a fruit rat slinks across the aerial highway of electric, telephone, and cable lines.


“Dad had other women before Linda,” Allison says.


“You don’t know that for sure.”


“You always defend him.”


The garage door lifts, and Brenda wanders out like a sleepwalker. She grabs a plastic bag in each hand and drags them up the driveway and into the garage.


“What are you doing?” Peggy calls down from the roof.


Brenda stares up as if she can’t make out who they are. “This was a mistake.”


“We should go help her,” Allison says.


They drag the last bag into the garage and go inside. Closing the door, Brenda asks if they’ve had dinner.


“We bought you a hamburger.” Peggy gets out a plate and puts the burger in the microwave to warm.


“Don’t worry, Mom. Dad’s not serious about Linda.” Allison stands in front of the mirror in the hallway, putting on lipstick. “She’s not remotely pretty. He’ll be home soon.”


“You’re going out?” Brenda asks as a horn beeps in the driveway.


“There’s a party.”


“Let’s have a girls’ night. Mani-pedis and facials. Make popcorn and watch a movie.”


The horn taps again, longer and louder.


“I promised Kevin I’d go.” 


“Take a sweater,” Brenda says, but Allison’s already out the front door and halfway down the driveway.


“He could at least come inside the house.” Brenda stands in front of the mirror now, examining her neck from different angles.


“I don’t like Kevin,” Peggy says.


“You know how your sister is. If I tell her to stop seeing him, she’ll just sneak around behind my back and see him anyway.”


“You’re not going to do anything?”


“I’m sick of you criticizing me all the time.”


“I’m on your side, Mom.” She takes the burger out of the microwave. “You want ketchup?”


“I’m not hungry. You can have the burger. Although you certainly don’t need the calories.”


“I can’t wait until school starts.”


“Why? So you can pig out alone in your dorm room?”


“I’m going to bed.”


As Peggy goes up the stairs, she whispers, “You’re a horrible person. It’s no wonder Dad left you.”


SHE can’t sleep, so she turns on the light and picks up the Cal State Long Beach catalog of classes. She’s got every semester plotted out for the next three years, highlighted in three different colors. She’ll get the units she needs to sit for the CPA exam, graduate early, go to work for an accounting firm for two or three years, and then start her own tax practice. She can see her future, laid out like a balance sheet. It was the woman who spoke at Career Day her junior year who’d convinced Peggy to major in accounting. Megan Barnes, in her conservative suit, discreet pearl earrings, and sensible pumps, had positively glowed with poise and confidence. 


“There is always a place in our field for meticulous, detail-minded professionals,” Megan said, looking right at Peggy. “Everyone says accountants are boring, but what’s wrong with being boring?” All the other kids had laughed except Peggy. “What’s wrong with being cautious and conservative,” Megan went on, “and keeping track of where the money is? What’s wrong with stability and with being involved in all major business decisions of a corporation? What’s wrong with making money?”


“Nothing,” Peggy said, ignoring the other kids’ faces. She’d decided right then she wanted to be Megan. Her counselor at Ocean View helped her make a list of business schools. Peggy knew private schools were out of the question. “There are loans,” the counselor said, but Peggy didn’t like the idea of owing so much money. “Berkeley’s a great school,” the counselor told her. “Your grades are good enough and your SAT scores are decent.” She’d hated being so timid, but Berkeley was a long way from home. She’d never even been on a plane before. “UCLA, then,” the counselor said, “or UCI. You could go home on the weekends.” By then she’d done more research. A state school would cost less, in the long run. Fullerton or Long Beach were closer to home.


“At least live on campus,” the counselor argued. When he raved about the experiences she would have, making lifelong friends and connections that would serve her career, Peggy had agreed on Cal State Long Beach. The closer it gets to September, though, the more she finds to worry about. She’s never made friends easily. She won’t be able to study while living with strange people. She’ll end up spending all her time in the library like some hermit. A dorm room seems like a big waste of money. She hears the electrical hum of her mother’s vibrator down the hall and throws the catalog on the floor, pulling a pillow over her head. Megan Barnes never had to worry about any of this. 
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“I shouldn’t have said that last night,” Brenda says the next morning. “You know I’m proud of you.”


“Whatever.” Her mother never apologizes, so she obviously wants something. Peggy pours herself a cup of coffee, studies the calorie count on the carton of cream, and puts it back in the fridge, deciding to drink her coffee black from now on.


“What should I do about this?” Brenda slides an envelope across the table, stamped with a pale pink rose Love Stamp. Peggy collected stamps for a while when she was a kid. It was one thing to share with her dad. The invitation inside the envelope is printed on scalloped-edged linen with embossed pale pink roses. “Amber’s wedding. You think your father will go?”


“I have no idea.” She vaguely remembers camping next to Amber’s family at the Colorado River—the campground was asphalt, there was no shade, the boat engines revved up at dawn, and the adults kept the music turned up full blast.


“Pink roses are such a common design,” Brenda says. “The wedding probably won’t be all that special either.”


“Don’t go then.”


“I already bought a wedding gift. People will talk if I don’t show up.”


“Who cares if they talk? Or are you worried Dad will be there with Linda?” When her mother’s eyes immediately fill with tears, she feels bad. “Good grief, Mom. Just call and ask him if he’s going. You have Linda’s number.”


“I’m not calling that woman’s house to talk to my own husband. And he’s at work now anyway. Would you call him? I don’t want to talk to his secretary either.”


“I thought you liked Ginny.”


“She’s such a gossip.” 


Peggy looks closer at the date on the invitation. “This is the same week Dad’s going to New Orleans.”


Brenda puts her head in her hands and sobs. She’s always loved any excuse to dress up and has probably bought a new outfit to wear. Peggy can’t stand weddings, doesn’t have anything in her closet that fits, and is sure Amber won’t remember her. She hates herself for being such a doormat. “I’ll go with you if you want.”


“Would you really?” Brenda wipes her face with both hands and beams. “That would be wonderful. Who knows? Maybe you’ll meet someone nice.”


“THERE must be a mistake,” Brenda says when they find their place cards on the table farthest away from the wedding party and closest to the door. “I’m sure we’re supposed to be up front.”


“Just sit down.” Peggy glances around the room. There are pink roses on every table, pinned in the bridesmaids’ hair, embossed on the napkins and tablecloths. Amber’s mother, in an unflattering dress printed with large red roses, is taking pictures with the bride and groom.


Brenda makes a stunning contrast in her turquoise blue suit. “St. John Knits,” she’d said that morning as she ripped up the price tag before Peggy could see what it cost. A lot, she’s sure, especially when you add in the matching shoes, but it fits her perfectly and her freshly highlighted hair catches the light, offsetting the sadness in her dark eyes, behind the liner, mascara, and expertly contoured shadows. An older couple, already seated at their table with two other women, introduces themselves as neighbors of Amber’s grandparents. The women are Amber’s mother’s middle-school friends. Brenda takes a glass of champagne from a waiter.
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