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one

Somewhere in this night, it is all still happening.

We sit together on the grass, we three. My mother, her dancer’s legs drawn up tightly against her chest, her face looking old in the glow of our block’s lonely street lamp.

Quiet. She is quietly afraid, quietly listening for sounds from the porch where he sits—her husband, my stepfather. I can see the red tip of his cigarette, flaring on cue every two minutes as he inhales, flaring and sending illuminated little butterflies twitching to the floor. He sits in darkness, still and silent in his rocking chair, like some Mayan king, while his wife and children huddle closely together on the grass of the front lawn. Floridian night breezes, soaked in the smell of gardenias, lap around our heads and necks, chilling.

He will dictate this night to us; we wait for his decree.

When he stands, we scatter like frightened sparrows, Mother grabbing each of us by a wrist and moving out toward the sidewalk.

“Get ready,” she hisses.

Without a word, he walks to the screen door, takes one final, spitefully deep drag, flicks the dying cigarette out in our direction and, turning, stumbles into the house. He is a giant’s silhouette, the broad, bare back of my enemy—and the smoke from his lungs follows him, I think, like a serpent’s tail.

For a while we sit, swatting at the tiny winged insects barefoot Southern boys call no-see-ums. The children on our block call them no-sees; and I feel like a no-see, safe and invisible in the shadows with my mother and my younger stepsister, Lisa.

Our whispered conversation is slow and meaningless, drawn out over the night, the danger, the obvious, stretching words that spread like a jasmine thicket to distance us from fear.

But when our mother speaks at last, the jasmine sours, the night is yanked away like a warm blanket on a freezing morning, and the blood and adrenaline pumping into our veins, pounding in our ears, quickly restrings the muscles in my ten-year-old stomach with an old familiar dread.

“I think he’s asleep.”

“Not yet,” I said. “Give him more time.”

“No, he’s asleep. As drunk as he was, he’s asleep by now.”

“Can we go inside?” Lisa asked, and I hated her for it. Lisa, Rodney’s “real” daughter, Lisa-who-was-real. She was his family, his “blood,” whether he was sober or drunk, and she knew she was safe. Usually.

“Of course.” And Mother’s voice was mercy. Reassurance and mercy and just enough caution. “I’ll just go in first, to make sure everything is alright.”

“Don’t,” I said. “Don’t. Don’t go. He’s awake.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said as if speaking to convince a child instead of to convince herself. “I’ll just poke my head inside the door.”

She eases up the steps to the porch, walking over ashes and invisible eggshells to the front door. I hear its whine and help Lisa up in case we need to run. Mother’s back disappears into the shadows inside the door frame, and I whisper a quick prayer, a child’s prayer. O God, remember, O God, remember me …

“Rodney?”

O God, in your mercy, remember, remember me …

“Rodney?”

In the name of your Son, Jesus, I pray, sweet Father, remember …

An explosion. Jesus is coming soon.

She is screaming, and I think for one split-fractured second that a bomb has gone off in the living room. Breaking wood and shattering glass and my mother flying out onto the lawn like a shrieking ghost in her white nightgown.

He is close behind.

Lisa? Lisa. Someone’s lit a match, Lisa, someone’s lit a match. And the world is made of straw.

My sister and I sprint toward the family car and hide behind it, crouching low, eyes white and wide peering out over the hood to see what is happening.

She is face down on the lawn, and he is straddling her, stripped to the waist, his arm working, arcing through the air, his black leather belt cutting stripes on her back as she howls, as she begs him to stop.

She fights to her feet, arms stretched out behind her in desperate defense, vain defense, earning her new stripes. More screams, his blows relentless leather blurs, the sharp crack! of his belt and his drunken roars mixed in together, twisting and fighting and tearing out into this night and tearing into me.

She runs, and still he is on her. Nerves run between us, unseen wires cutting through the air, connecting our skin and our fear. My ass and legs throb in a familiar empathy every time his whip connects. It is me he is beating tonight; it may as well be me. She makes it to the concrete sidewalk, bolts down the street, and I think I can hear, as if from some safe distance, my own screams meeting hers as they fade past the street’s yellow spotlight.

A universe unfolds and collapses in the time it takes him to stumble back to our house, talking and cursing to nothing and no one in weird counterrhythm to the clicking of the heels of his boots.

Don’t move, Lisa. Don’t. Move. Don’t breathe. O Jesus, sweet Jesus, don’t let him see …

He is inside. And we hear him lock the door.

Somewhere in this night I am still screaming.

She meets us halfway up the street, clutching the remnant of a shoulder strap he has ripped off. Lisa supports her on her left side, and I try to make her lean on me with her right.

“Mom, are you … ?” But she waves the words away as if they were no-sees.

“Just take me home,” she says, and I wonder if I should tell her that the door is locked.

Our neighbor’s house is safe, air conditioner eternally humming and rattling in a soothing way that only a Floridian can truly appreciate. We undress and get ready for bed, using toothbrushes set aside for us, familiar rituals. Sleeper sofas unfold, and Evelyn, our friend, rummages through closets for comforters and bedsheets. Evelyn is kind to us, even though she is a Catholic and will go to hell for that. We thank her politely, fascinated by the “devil’s language” that pours so freely from her lips.

“Goddammit, Michelle, you’ve got to see a doctor.”

“I’m fine.”

“I can’t believe what you take from that motherf—”

“Evelyn, please. The children. Be careful what you say. The children are always listening. I’m fine. Do you have any aloe?”

“Let me take you to the hospital.”

“And explain this? They’d arrest him. Again. Besides, the children have school in the morning.”

“Shit,” Lisa mumbles, and I try very hard not to laugh.

We lay awake listening to the conversation that goes on until early morning, back and forth across our neighbor’s kitchen table. No, I didn’t think he was this drunk. No, divorce is not an option. No, I already tried. I already tried that. When she comes to bed at last, Lisa has already fallen asleep, because she is only nine, while I am ten. I fake sleep, pretending to stir only slightly when she begins to pray. She kneels on the floor, palms lifted timidly up to God in our church’s tradition.

Somewhere in this night she is still praying.

And her voice is a living thing—a soft murmur rising then fading, as welcomed and as fragrant as the gardenias she planted by our porch. I can hear her gentle supplications, hear her Our Fathers, crystalline echoes of prayers she taught me long ago, prayers of forgiveness. Blessings to the enemy.

And I know that her faith is right. I know it fits the world like a missing fragment torn from some holy parchment; it fills the gaps between the lines, it makes the message clear.

“… and forgive us our trespasses.” The voice of a silent, suffering Nazarene. Take this cup from me.

“… as we forgive those who trespass against us.”

We forgive and are forgiven.

We forgive to be forgiven.

So I try and I try to forgive him.

But, O Christ in heaven—I have never hated with such perfection.

There were three men in my life. One was real and the other two were make-believe. I always preferred the fictions.

The first and most important was Jesus. Over our mantel, Mother hung a sign made of lacquered wood. In huge scrolled lettering, the type of calligraphy one finds in old King James Bibles, it read:


CHRIST IS THE HEAD OF THIS HOUSE
THE UNSEEN HOST OF EVERY MEAL
THE SILENT LISTENER AT EVERY CONVERSATION



Beneath the sign, Reality would sprawl out in his La-Z-Boy recliner and watch television. Mother talked to him, scurrying back and forth from the dining room to the kitchen, her hip bumping open the swinging door connecting the two rooms, her hands shrouded in Holly Hobbie cooking mittens, carefully balancing casseroles or trays of pork chops and the requisite country biscuits.

She talked to him about her day, about church, about her trip to the supermarket, back and forth, as if anyone were listening, while Rodney picked his teeth and watched Three’s Company, his face sunburned from a day of hanging drywall on the construction site, his expression something short of disinterest, more vacant, absent. Gone.

We lived like nervous little primates around him. We would sit on the sofa or in our big round papa-san chair and watch TV in his presence; or Lisa, Mom, and I would play a game of Bible Trivia at the dining room table—never knowing if something, maybe an episode of Little House on the Prairie, would enrage him, jump-start his temper, send us running for cover while Mom tried to calm him down.

He whipped me the night Carter lost to Reagan. “We’re losing a good man!” he said with each stroke. “We’re losing a Christian man!” It was a chant of moral outrage, although he usually never cared much for religion. A chant, with the belt keeping rhythm.

But I had a sign.

The lacquered sign, proof positive that Rodney was not my father, that our association was accidental or, if anything, a test from God.

The real father of our family was Christ, whose handsome bearded face beamed down from most of our walls. In the hallway, he was the carpenter in simple wool robes, intent on his workbench while an angel watched unseen from the shop’s door. In the dining room, over the piano, he was the returning and triumphant king in gold and white, riding a horse through the sky with a sword of truth in his scarred right hand. In my room, he was drawn by an American Indian, and he took on long black-silk hair and high tanned cheek-bones—a soft love in his thick brown eyes.

This, I knew, was my defender. This was the father I owned. This was the one who protected me, watched me in my sleep, crowded my room with angels, and stilled the twitching panic in my dreams. This was the one who had proven his love by dying for the world, and who would prove it again on the last day, the day of judgment, when the devil and all of his demons, and Rodney, would be bound and cast forever into the lake of fire. For now, Love held back the thunderclouds of his anger. But in time I would have vindication.

One of the last things my mother ever said to me was, “Pray for Rodney. Pray for him, sweetheart. No one else will.”

But I cannot honor that request. He is a patchwork memory, murky shadows of what I want to forget and deny, what I want no longer to be in me or a part of me. He is red hair, plaster dried on ripped blue jeans. Bare-chested anger, beer-sour breath, and nicotine-yellowed hands that shed innocent blood. He is chaos, black-strap reality. And pain.

And there are few prayers left in me.

Mom said once that she met him in a church in North Carolina. In a more honest moment she said it had been a bar. His father was a sharecropper, a tobacco farmer with a few acres and ten or so children to work them. Rodney was born somewhere in the middle of the pack. The redheaded child, he had his father’s temper.

I remember his father and remember his family, with their slow, iced-tea accents, their big dogs and tiny trailers, their smells of sweat and fried food and tobacco. And I remember my mother’s first couple of dates with Rodney, although I could not have been more than five or six, so they are murky, hazed, and muslin-covered pictures.

He stood in our doorway, wide shouldered and almost handsome in a flannel shirt like a lumberjack’s, SKOAL written on his baseball cap in green-and-black lettering. He was still there the next morning, sitting in the kitchen in his cowboy boots and blue jeans, and I thought he wasn’t supposed to be there. He said nothing, and my mother was still in bed. So I poured cereal for myself and sat still and ate it quietly; watched him while he bit around an apple core and then squeezed the seeds through his teeth onto the tabletop with a quick wet spit.

And I remember another night that ended with me and my mother outside our house, crouching behind the hedge while he bellowed at her to come back in.

“Don’t hit me,” she called in to him.

I remember this. There is nothing wrong with this memory.

“I won’t hit you if you come inside.”

She took my hand in the dark and squeezed. Her fingers were shaking and her nails scratched my skin. She tried to pull, but I didn’t want to move.

“It’s alright, honey,” she said. “You just don’t understand.”

And that was the trouble with me: I didn’t understand. And I never learned to understand. A child’s logic, always banging and clattering against her desperation, tugging at her skirt. Ignored.

The third member of the paternal trinity was another shadow, like Jesus. Like Jesus, an agreeable fiction.

My father—my real father—was a black-and-white picture in a frame that I kept hidden away among comic books in a Hefty bag in my closet because Rodney had already smashed it once. He was a picture, a tin box full of pictures, and a name signed to a check that appeared in our mailbox once a month with military regularity.

His absence was natural; his presence, unimaginable. So from his pictures I constructed a dream. A myth. A collage and a lie that became as sure a shelter as the word of God and as guaranteed a salvation as the second coming. He would rescue me.

But he never came.

Superman, the knight from Arthur’s court, the messiah with love in his eyes and fury in his hands, never showed. And I waited with a child’s faith, the kind of faith that burns only until experience dries up its innocence.

I sat next to her sometimes, on days when the heat rising up from the asphalt streets drove us inside and we locked ourselves in her bedroom and watched the relentless breath of our air conditioner blast frost onto the windows. She would curl up in bed with a religious book or with one of the biographies she loved, while I sat on the floor and drew or read Le Morte D’Arthur Or Conan the Conqueror. Or Conan the Deliverer. Conan the Destroyer.

And on the best days, I looked up from my world of swords and battles and bloodshed, peered over its edge into our little ice-cold bedroom, and asked her to tell me about him.

And her tales were as rich and as full as anything I was reading, anything I was imagining, better fiction than could be trapped on a black-and-white page. Because, in her stories, she was the princess locked in a tower and he was the knight errant, and I was the prize to be won.

The princess said she had been a prisoner in her parents’ house, a tiny captive bundled up in the backseat while her parents scoured Europe for antiques, or trapped like a porcelain statue on a stool in the kitchen while her mother cooked and talked to her about God and sin and a woman’s responsibilities. The responsibility to be obedient to her husband, the responsibility to be a good woman, a quiet Christian.

Her parents were Calvinists, Christians who believed that everything is predestined, preordained by God. My grandmother distrusted “modern churches” with their “inexcusable ignorance” of John Calvin. So they attended defective Presbyterian or Baptist churches to keep up appearances but really worshiped at home, studied at home, and sometimes taught my mother, alone, at home.

My mother grew up in disguise. Her father was a linguist in the military during and after the Second World War, and they lived mostly in Germany. In Germany, where she wandered away from their house whenever she thought she might not be missed. In the streets, German and American men worked together, lines of bare backs and flashing shovels. They built new roads, rebuilt bombed-out, ash black buildings. That was why she said, later, that the smell of fresh asphalt always made her think of little girls and handsome men.

But she didn’t like American girls, the other American girls. She made only German friends, leaning over their neat white fences, holding out her dolls, until they let her in. Once in, she mirrored them, and they taught her to braid her hair.

Her mother could not learn German; she tried, but it was too hard on the throat, too wet in the back of the throat. She coughed and sputtered and choked on it, and when addressed would smile tightly and say, “Ja, ja, ja,” so that no one would guess she could not understand.

My mother knew the Germans’ language better than her own. She spoke in German secrets and hated speaking English.

She said that on some nameless day, at some unannounced hour, by the time she was thirteen, it was decided that she was, simply, Not of the Elect. “One of those women,” the kind of girl who would always be disobedient, always run after sin. The worst kind of all—the sort who would have a baby before she was married. The kind who would go to hell. Regrettable. Regrettable to be sure. But simple, and preordained.

My mother never tried to explain her mother’s divine revelations. Never searched for compassionate reasons behind the words that were poured out all over her like poison. The truth was simple to her, an old truth: her mother hated her. She always had and she always would. That too was preordained.

She met my father by accident, in high school, in 1964, after her family moved back to America, when Vietnam was still something vague and distant—at least to teenagers who were twitching to the British invasion, busy trying to shrug off their definitions, lose their parents, forget the fifties.

Her parents hated him, hated his arrogance, his irreverent humor, hated the goals and dreams he carried as if delivered to him by God on top of Mount Sinai, his future glory chiseled in stone, signed by Jehovah, guaranteed. Hated him most of all for loving their daughter, the one who was divinely unlovable and unlovely.

He was the son of a steelworker, the son of a marine who fought at Iwo Jima. He had his father’s blood and pride—enough of it that he too wanted to be a marine. His father had been a Golden Gloves boxer in his teens, and he handed his son that tradition too, gave him the left jab and right cross, the uppercut, taught him to take a fall. So my father took his pride and his wit and mixed them in together. With a poetic love for tight, whitened knuckles and clenched fists.

My mother fought for him, slinking out of her window late at night, escaping from school, becoming an eloquent practitioner of lies. She ran to him to escape the lack of oxygen in her home, the calloused Christianity without a heartbeat. She ran to him to make love in strange places, to leave Jesus and John Calvin on the side of the road shaking their heads sadly, barely visible through the dust of her back wheels.

Perverting years of ballet training, she laid claim to any dance floor, embarrassed my father with splits and back bends and gestures that were probably illegal in the state of Maryland. She told me he danced like a boxer, feet fixed on the linoleum floor, hands in front of his face, while his torso dodged and twitched in a sad attempt at rhythm. She would run her hands over him in time with the back-beat, trying to sculpt a spirit for him, trying to wish silk from cold steel.

She drank and smoked and read forbidden novels. She wrote erotic poetry. In German. She said later that she had lived.

Then my mother would imitate my grandmother for effect—half a British accent, and one eyebrow lifted while the rest of her face went dead.

“You’re becoming a whore, Michelle. An absolute whore.”

She said they took her to a chaplain. She sat with her mother and father in his office while the three adults discussed her for an hour. When the Air Force preacher asked her how things were at home, my mother said everything she was supposed to say. She lied with a smile like a proper young lady, ankles crossed and back straight. Recanted and promised to do better. Then she excused herself politely and went into the ladies’ room.

In one of the stalls, she smeared out her fragile little truths with a mascara pencil on toilet paper. Help me. You don’t know what it’s like. You don’t know what she does to me. On their way out of the office, she secretly slipped the wad of paper to the man’s secretary. And never heard from him again.

After high school she followed my father to the naval academy. Midshipmen were forbidden to be alone in a room with a woman, much less marry. And they wanted to marry. He swore that they would marry. And my mother, always a believer, did whatever she had to do, on the strength of that promise—locking herself in the trunk of his friend’s car to be smuggled onto the campus, swimming naked in the Annapolis harbor to get his attention.

And somehow, in the shadow of all the prohibitions, in some backseat or secret apartment, in a midshipman’s dorm room or maybe in the harbor, I came to be.

She would always say that with the tone of a happy ending. And then you came. Then she would go back to her book or tell another story.

It was much later, sometime after those first few weeks with Rodney, that I was sent to live with my grandparents for first and second grades. For safety. I called my grandmother Honey, and Honey too told stories.

But her stories were mixed and mingled in with Bible lessons—God’s truth about Noah or Sarah or Abraham intertwined with and no less sacred than Honey’s truth about my mother. Early-morning Bible study was as sure as the rising sun, as inevitable.

Gamp made coffee and carried it up to their room on a little white tray, while Honey served up sin. Our sins from the previous day. After the early-morning preachers were finished on the radio, she would scoot up in bed, back straight against the wall, and then judge our words and our deeds under the spotlight of the scriptures and Institutes of the Christian Religion by John Calvin. She spread the books out across her white knees. She was thorough, and “harsh,” she said. “Harsh because I love you. Now, Scott, you will recall yesterday …” There never was enough time for Honey to discuss her own sins. I assumed she didn’t have any.

And on special days, when the Spirit was upon her, the lessons stretched out backwards through time, and with the husky voice of a revivalist or a reformer she delivered passionate soliloquies on the sins of my parents. She called me into her room, sometimes angrily, sometimes in tears, and I would sit on the floor by her feet.

“Lust,” she said. “It was all lust. Your mother was a wonderful little girl, a good Christian girl. Oh, she was so happy back in Germany. But when we moved to the States for her to go to high school, she met … him.”

That pronoun, when delivered in a certain ominous tone, usually referred to my father.

“Your grandfather and I did everything we could to keep them apart. If we had known then what we know now, we would have killed him. We would have bashed his head in the first time he came around. He sat right out there, right in front of this house, and she would sneak out to meet him. And your poor grandfather never knew what was happening.”

I’m hard pressed to remember Honey ever referring to Gamps as anything other than “your poor grandfather.” When he sat in on these sessions, he would nod his head approvingly at every turn of the tale, and whenever Honey delivered a woeful “your poor grandfather” line, he never failed to lower his graying head and sigh on cue.

“Then,” she would continue, “when he went to the naval academy, we thought that would be the last of him. We thought the academy would put a stop to that nonsense. I begged your mother—begged her—to go to finishing school. In Scandinavia. But no, she wanted to ruin her life, she wanted to be with him, she wanted to sin. She had such a promising career as a ballerina, and she just threw it all away, just threw it all to hell and became a nothing. And then, when she got pregnant with you, we thought at least he would marry her so you wouldn’t be a b—So you would have a father. But no, of course not, she wasn’t good enough for him to marry. Mr. Naval Academy couldn’t resign. Mr. Naval Academy had his CAREER to think about!”

And my eyes widened out at the crescendo, stretched out, absorbing a different version of a time I certainly couldn’t remember and constructed in childish caricatures like a jigsaw puzzle.

“And then they had the gall to come to us to ask for money for an abortion. An abortion!”

“What’s an abortion?”

“An abortion is when a woman goes to the doctor and they kill the baby before it’s born. And they wanted your poor grandfather to pay for it. Pay to kill you, because they didn’t want you. They said they needed money for something else, but I knew—I knew what they were really going to do.”

The closing lines were always the same. They produced the requisite tears on the part of all who were participating.

“But we wanted you. We want you now. I love your mother, because God commands us to love our enemies—but she doesn’t want you. She wanted to have you aborted. God has given you to us to raise.”

And I wiped at my eyes, ashamed of how cruel my parents had been to Honey and my poor grandfather. Ashamed, and then more ashamed still, because no matter how grateful I was that my grandparents wanted me, all I really wanted was to defect, to go home. I was a child and I missed my mother.

Rescue came as a surprise. Toward the end of second grade, Mom showed up and announced to her parents that she had received Jesus as her Savior and was ready to take me home to live with her. Honey and Gamps blocked her in the doorway and reminded her painstakingly that she was then, always had been, and always would be their greatest disappointment and that she had no business raising a child. Mother, a veteran of Honey’s Bible studies, agreed wholeheartedly, looked past them, and told me to pack my things.

As we gathered my toys and comic books together, I asked her why she had wanted to have me aborted.

“Who told you that?”

“Honey.”

Something dark passed across her face. Then softened out into a smile.

“That’s not right,” she said matter-of-factly. “She’s saying that because she hates me and she wants to get you. She tried to make me give you to them, let them adopt you. That’s what really happened. She wanted to take you away from me.”

“Don’t look at the house, sweetheart,” she said as we peeled out of the driveway. Immediately, I pressed my face against the glass to see what she was warning me about. Honey sat at the window in her study on the second floor, staring at us as though she could make the car burst into flames.

She had lost to my mother. Again.

On the road to our new home in Florida, Mom made her second announcement.

“Do you remember Rodney?” she asked, gleaming.

I conjured up a few images, frightening images, and nodded uncertainly.

“Well, guess what,” she said, now positively bubbling. “We’ve gotten married! He’s received the Lord, and we’ve been going to church!”

She pulled the car over and tried to stop my crying.

“Sweetie, he’s not so bad,” she said, soothing. “He has a little girl. Her name is Lisa. You’ll have a little sister.”

More crying.

“Did you know that he can put his ear to the ground and tell if a storm is coming? He can—just like an Indian!”

“I don’t care.”

“And he’s received Jesus. He’s almost stopped drinking.”

We sat on the shoulder of 1-95 just north of Daytona, and she began piecing together a new picture of the man I remembered only as the thick, dirty colossus who had thrown us out of our house.

“You need a father,” she said.

“I have a father.”

“You need a father who’s here. One you know. Someone who can teach you things.”

“I have a father.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” she said, with something that sounded like pity. “Sweetheart, you don’t even remember him.”

I remember a box. A black box in a leather case that my mother spoke into. She would sit on her bed, legs crossed like a lotus flower, and record messages to send to my father in Okinawa.

After graduating from the academy, he remembered his promise, and they married. The two walked out of a church under a canopy of swords crossed in the air by other midshipmen. My mother wore a dazzling white wedding gown; he was immaculate in his dress blues.

I was hurried to my grandparents’ house, caught up and lost in the day’s confusion. Toys and books in an overnight bag, nervous voices, angry people. I don’t know which of these pictures are hers and which are mine; I was only three. But I think that Honey and Gamp drove me to a park that day, while my mother disappeared in her white dress in a car with someone I didn’t recognize. I wanted to feed the ducks at the park, so bits of wheat bread were given to me, and I held them out nervously to birds that were half my size, as they snapped greedily and painfully at my fingertips. I didn’t know that I was being hidden from the academy. I didn’t know, running from the goddamned ducks, that I was a source of shame, a dirty secret, and I would have been too young to care.

My father, I guess, was too old to care. The secret didn’t weigh enough to hold him down. He did care about seeing combat in Vietnam—he could smell the mortar fire ten thousand miles away, and something drew him toward it, something in his bloodstream. He wanted to see action, he wanted to lead, he wanted a patriotic reason to use his fists. He asked for the front line.

The corps promptly stationed him in Okinawa, stranding him agonizingly close to the action, helpless and powerless as the death notices of the academy’s best and brightest came across the wires day after motionless day.

So my mother sent him tapes, recordings of her voice, to keep him company, to keep him strong and sane. She cried about her loneliness, asked him when he was coming home, as if he knew, as if he had any choice, as if he wanted to come home. She was his youth on a cassette tape—she even called him Corky, his childhood nickname. Somewhere I still have one of those tapes. There is my mother’s voice, sounding too young, too fresh, saying, “Say hello, sweetheart.”

And there I am, four-year-old mouth still struggling around syllables and r’s: “Hello, Cowky.”

“No, honey, not Corky. Daddy. Dad-dy. Say hello to Daddy.”

“Hello, Cowky.”

And then silence, and some frustration, and the sharp click! of the recorder being shut off, so Mom could explain the concept of “Daddy” to me.

And at some point during his absence, she began losing her fight to love him. For five years she had been pulling muscles sneaking out of windows, carrying her baby around Annapolis like a time bomb, filling the air with lies. But when he was gone, when he was so far gone that none of her devices or smiles, none of her anger or passion, could stop a war and bring him close enough to touch again, she made a gentle pirouette away.

The recorded messages became infrequent, detached, full of the talk one makes with old friends instead of young lovers. She found lovers in other men. When my father came home at last, she asked for a divorce. They were both too tired for fighting.

So my father did not exist. He was less a part of reality than Big Bird or Donald Duck or God. He was a name, a strange name, “Corky,” neatly contained in a little black box, whispered by adults in my presence as if it somehow concerned me.

Jimmy was real.

Jimmy was 1968—long hair, love beads, and bandannas—alive and well and in love with my mother in 1973. The three of us would drive to the beach and rent a tiny wooden house for a weekend or sometimes a full week.

Jimmy stretched out on a huge tie-dyed blanket with my mother, and they talked about things that sailed over my head like seagulls, things that made my mother blush and throw back her head and laugh. He built sand castles as tall as I was, would crouch behind them, peer through the crude towers, shooting at me with his fingers. He played like that for hours, I guess loving the way my mother loved him for it.

Then sometimes Jimmy would disappear. Nothing much was said about his absences at the time, but years later, on those rare days when my mother would speak about him, she would mumble something about his “trouble with the law.” I don’t know what Jimmy did for a living. A few possibilities spring to mind.

It had been days, maybe a week, since we had seen him, so my mother and I drove to the apartment where he was living with friends. I waited in her brown Ford Maverick, listening to B. J. Thomas on an eight-track and checking every few minutes to make sure the doors to the car were locked.

What would you give to silence your memories? To take them out of the present tense?

She runs out of the apartment complex, her hands up in the air, waving in front of her face; stumbling and running in a way that sends fear crawling up from my groin, electrocution in the stomach. She fights with the car door. “I am trying,” I say from inside, “I am trying to unlock the door,” but she cannot hear my muffled voice. She slaps the window again and again, pounding on the tinny roof with the palms of her hands, and then she is in.

“It’s the judgment of God, it’s the judgment of God,” she screams. She looks around herself, at the car seat, at me, looking for something new to say, looking as if she has lost something, grinding the engine, starting the car.

“It’s the judgment of God!”

“What’s wrong, Mommy? What’s wrong?”

“Jimmy!” And I learn how much pain can go into a word. Jimmy! and the fear reaches my ears and my eyes. Jimmy! and I am crying, feeling like a stranger locked outside myself, some older boy, some older thing inside, afraid, who cannot let me in.

“Mommy, where’s Jimmy?”

She swerves the car toward a curb and cuts the motor. B. J. Thomas is still playing, the dashboard lights are on, there is too much sound. She pounds on the steering wheel, hitting it like an enemy, hitting it again and again, kicking at the clutch and brakes until I think her legs will snap.

“He’s dead! O Jesus, forgive me, he’s dead.”

“He bought this for me—he was buying this for me,” she says, clutching at a gold chain around her neck, smiling in a way that is wrong and frightening. “He had it on layaway. His father … O Jesus! … his father paid for it, his father gave it to me.”

“Is Jimmy coming back?” I ask.

“No, sweetheart, he isn’t. He isn’t. Jimmy is dead. And it’s Mommy’s fault.”

“Why, Mommy? Why? Why is it your fault?”

“Because Mommy made God angry.”

Jimmy went out for a boat ride. He had some drinks, he slipped, I still don’t understand. Jimmy just went out for a boat ride and he never came back. And God never stopped being angry at my mother.

We’ll all be sleeping in our own beds tonight.

Mom came down with a bad flu, and Rodney volunteered to go to Albertsons drugstore to get her some fresh soup. He’s been gone now for three days. Things have been quiet, Mom’s feeling better anyway, and the soup has turned to Jell-O by now, wherever it may be.

Night again. I’ve become a nocturnal creature like my sister and mother. Sleep is something one struggles to achieve. Thoughts bounce lightly around the room, hitting against the picture of Christ and the poster of Superman, and sometimes they float up to God.

Lord God, I confess that I am a sinner, unworthy of your blood and grace. Forgive me all my sins for the sake of … what’s next?

Hell’s next, boy. Hell is closer than you think …

Forgive me all my sins for the sake of your son, Jesus. Jesus. Jesus, I think there’s something wrong with me.

Men crowd my dreams. Unwelcome tormentors, they vie and struggle with each other for attention, elbowing out all prayers and all resistance, a hormonal jihad for control.

The devil’s gone shopping tonight. And it’s my soul that he’s after.

I want.

Lord God, my soul is marred by sin.

When I grow up …

I confess that I am a sinner.

I want to marry a man.

A most shameful and vile sinner.

I don’t know why. When I grow up …

Unworthy of your forgiveness, alienated from your grace.

I want to marry a man.

I confess …

I hear small sounds, coming, I guess, from the kitchen. Leaving God in my room, I creep warily down the narrow hallway. It is littered with bits of paper that stick to the bare bottoms of my feet.

She is sitting in the kitchen with the gray tin, her box of memories. Scattered around her chair are photographs in various stages of dismemberment. Strangers’ arms and legs and torsos, half a head of someone I think I recognize.

“What are you doing?”

“Housecleaning,” she says with an Auschwitz smile.

On the table, she has neatly lined up ten or more faces—the faces of a little girl grinning up with black-and-white braces and German braids. All of the other pictures have been dissected meticulously with scissors, but these, these have been specially chosen. These have been torn apart by hand.

There is something here. The demons in my room are hollow and mute compared to these. The little girl. Her eyes. My mother’s eyes. The same eyes, twenty-two of them in this dark room, and I can only choke out a single question.

“Are those pictures of my father?”

“Some of them …” She stops and sets down her scissors, looks up as though some terrible revelation, some dark angel, has just fluttered into the room.

“Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. I’m sorry. I should have asked you. Did you want them?”

I take the tin box, cradling it under one arm.

“Yes, I want them.”

Of course I want them. If you don’t want them anymore, then they are mine. They belong to me.

•  •  •

It was a dark day when the sodomites came, when the homosexuals invaded our neighborhood.

“Goddamn faggots.” Rodney said it as though it were a question, standing shirtless by the living room window. “Goddamn faggots moving in.”

“You’re kidding,” my mother said and ran over next to him. “O sweet Lord! I’ve got to call Pastor.”

They had looked like ordinary people, pulling up in their old, beat-up car; one of them carried in a box of tools, and he wore a mechanic’s jumpsuit. We overheard them talking. Reassuring deep-throated Southern accents. They sounded like good people. If it weren’t for the kiss, we might never have known.

But then the other one, the bigger man with the mustache, squeezed by his roommate at their front door, and Rodney said he saw him touch him on his ass, kiss the other man’s neck. Then they looked around quickly. Guilty. Rodney darted behind the curtain; it was the only time I ever saw him afraid.

“You are not to go outside,” my mother said to me. “Not under any circumstances, unless you tell me. You can go in the backyard if you want to play.”

They came in the beginning of the summer, and for the next three months I went to the backyard to play.

Mother called it Mission Impossible—our plan to convert them. We drove to the gospel bookstore in the mall and bought a stack of Christian tracts, tiny booklets that described hell and told you how to get into heaven.

“You wait,” she said. “Go stand by their car and look casual. If the window is open, then nod once. Then wait until I give you the signal. If the coast is clear, throw the tract in, and get back here as quick as you can.”

After a successful mission we hid in my room, peering out through the shutter until one of them came out. The smaller man would sit sometimes in the car and read them. And we would join hands and thank Jesus for that. The bigger man tore them up or threw them on the street. They would be in his car again the next day, whole or in fragments. That summer we filled their front seat with books and Gideon Bibles again and again and again.

Our backyard was small, so I moved out into the alley. The alleyway ran the length of our block and was almost as wide as a street. It was thick with tropical bushes and tall weeds, and I could pretend it was a jungle full of metal trash bins.

Beside some stranger’s bin I found the box.

It was full of wigs, elaborate and ornamental. George Washington wigs and wigs for Cleopatra. Half-empty jars and cases of brown or peach makeup. And old fabric, solid black or brilliant colors, some with oriental designs.
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