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FOR JENNY REIN









The country where this story takes place, though it bears a resemblance to various Central American locales, is an invention of the writer. So too are the lake and the volcano and the hotel, the inhabitants of the village, the magic herb, the fireflies that put in an appearance only once a year and only for a single night. Many varieties of birds described in these pages do not actually exist. You might call this story a fairy tale, or a fantasy, or just a dream. The part about the power of love—and the capacity of those who experience its effects to accomplish what might otherwise seem impossible—is real and true.









Dos besos llevo en el alma, Llorona,


que no se apartan de mí,


Dos besos llevo en el alma, Llorona,


que no se apartan de mí,


El último de mi madre, Llorona,


y el primero que te di.


El último de mi madre, Llorona,


y el primero que te di.


(I carry two kisses in my soul, Llorona,


that will never leave me,


I carry two kisses in my soul, Llorona,


that will never leave me,


The last one from my mother, Llorona,


and the first one I gave to you.


The last one from my mother, Llorona,


and the first one I gave to you.)


—La Llorona, (The Weeping Woman), a traditional Mexican folk song about a mother who walks the earth grieving her dead children


Think of love as a state of grace, not as a means to anything, but . . . an end in itself.


—Gabriel García Márquez, Love in the Time of Cholera









One thing about hard times


I was twenty-seven years old when I decided to jump off the Golden Gate Bridge. One afternoon I had this great life. Half an hour later all I wanted was to be dead.


I took a taxi. It was just after sunset when I reached the bridge—rising up through the mist, that wonderful shade of red I had loved, back when I still cared about the colors of things, and bridges, and getting to the other side of them. Back when I cared about so many things that now seemed meaningless.


Before leaving my apartment that last time, I’d stuffed a hundred-dollar bill in my pocket. I gave this to the driver. Why wait for change?


There were tourists of course. Traffic heading in and out of the city. Parents with children in strollers. I used to be one of those.


A boat was passing under the bridge. From where I stood, preparing to jump, I watched it make its way under the pilings, men mopping the deck. Nothing made sense anymore.


I’d been dimly aware of an elderly man watching me. He might try to stop me. So I waited for him to move on, and after a few minutes he did.


Only I couldn’t take that last step up onto the railing, over the edge.


“One thing about hard times,” Lenny had said once, when our rent check bounced the same week Arlo got sent home from day care with head lice and I came down with mono and a pipe burst in our apartment that destroyed a stack of drawings I’d been working on for six months. “Once you hit bottom, things can only get better.”


Standing on the bridge, looking down at the dark and swirling water, I think I recognized something about myself. Even though the place in which I now found myself was terrible, some small part of me couldn’t let go of the world. The fact of grieving a vast loss, as I did, had to serve as some kind of reminder that life was precious. Even mine. Even then.


I stepped away from the railing.


I couldn’t do it. But I couldn’t ever go home either. I had no home anymore.


This is how I ended up at the Bird Hotel.
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1970. From now on you’re Irene


We heard the news on television two weeks before my seventh birthday. My mother was dead. The next morning my grandmother told me we were changing my name.


I was sitting at the kitchen table—yellow Formica with diamond-shaped sparkles, a pack of my grandmother’s ever-present Marlboro Lights, my colored pencils laid out in their tin. The phone kept ringing, but my grandmother didn’t pick it up.


“They can all go to hell,” she said. She sounded mad, but not at me.


Odd, the things a person remembers. I held tight to my pencil. Newly sharpened. Blue. The phone kept ringing. I started to pick up the receiver, but Grammy said don’t.


“People are going to be coming after us. They’ll have a lot of opinions. It’s better if they don’t make the connection,” my grandmother told me, reaching for a cigarette.


Opinions about what? Connection? What people?


“We can’t let anyone find out who we are,” Grammy said. “You can’t be Joan anymore.”


Truth to tell, I had always wanted a different name from the one my mother had given me. She named me after her favorite singer. (Baez, not Joni Mitchell. Though she’d loved them both.) I used to ask her to call me other names. (Liesl, for one of the children in The Sound of Music. Skipper, for Barbie’s little sister. Tabitha from Bewitched.)


“Can I be Pamela?” I asked her.


There was a girl at school with that name who had the most beautiful hair. I loved her ponytail.


It didn’t work that way, Grammy said. She had my new name picked out already. Irene.


Grammy had a friend from bridge club, Alice, whose granddaughter was the same age as me. I only met her once. Irene. She’d died a while back (I’m guessing from cancer but at the time nobody said the word). After that Alice stopped showing up for bridge club.


My grandmother said something I didn’t understand about needing to have a paper with your name on it when you went to school to prove you were real.


“I am real.”


“It’s too complicated to explain,” she said. We had to move someplace else now. I’d be going to a different school. They wouldn’t let me into first grade without the papers. She had a plan for what to do about this. She’d seen it on an episode of Columbo.


That afternoon we rode the bus to a building where my grandmother filled out a lot of forms. I sat on the floor making pictures. By the time we left we had my new birth certificate. “It’s official,” she told me. “You’re Irene now.”


I had a new birthday too, the same one as dead Irene. Now I had two more months to wait until I turned seven. This was only one of many things that happened over the course of those days that confused me. “Don’t ask so many questions,” Grammy said.


My grandmother changed her name too, from Esther to Renata. To me she was still Grammy, so that was easy enough. Remembering I was Irene instead of Joan took a while. At the time I was working on writing cursive. I’d gotten my “J” down pretty well but now I had to start all over again with “I.”


A box arrived. Inside were vinyl record albums. I recognized them of course. They were my mother’s. The handwriting on the front of the box, hers.


A few days later the movers came. My grandmother had packed up all our things, not that we had much. After they’d carried out the last box—my Tiny Tears doll, a few books, my china animal collection, the ukulele my mother had given me for my last birthday that I didn’t know how to play, the colored pencils—I stood at the window watching the men load the truck. Nobody had said where we were going. Away was all.


“See that man with the camera?” my grandmother said, pointing. “This is why we have to leave. They’ll never let us alone now.”


Who?


The paparazzi, she said. “The same people who made Jackie Kennedy’s life so miserable she had to marry that ugly old man with the yacht.”


I understood none of this. By the weekend we were unpacking the boxes in our new home, a one-bedroom apartment in Poughkeepsie, New York, where Grammy’s brother lived, my Uncle Mack. He still called her Esther, but having met me only two times before, he didn’t have a hard time shifting over to Irene. The first night he ordered Chinese takeout for us. I handed the little paper folded up inside my fortune cookie to Uncle Mack.


“The usefulness of a cup is in its emptiness,” he read.


There was a paper umbrella on the table. Open shut, open shut.


Grammy got a job at a fabric store. Because my mother had never gotten around to signing me up for kindergarten the year before, she enrolled me in first grade at Clara Barton Elementary. After that I only asked about my mother one time. I got the impression I wasn’t supposed to mention her so I didn’t.


There had been no funeral. Nobody came by to tell us how sorry they were about what happened. If Grammy had any pictures of my mother, she kept them someplace I never saw. In the absence of any image of her, I drew one that I put under my pillow. Pink cheeks, blue eyes, rosebud mouth. Long curly hair like a princess.


When kids at school asked why I lived with my grandmother and why my mother was never around, I said she was a famous singer but I wasn’t allowed to say which one. She was out on tour with her band, rehearsing for an appearance on Hootenanny.


“That went off the air,” someone said. A boy named Richie who was always making trouble.


“I meant The Johnny Cash Show,” I told him. “I always get them confused.”


After a while there weren’t so many questions, but now and then kids still asked, when was she coming back? Was I going to move to Hollywood? Could I get them her autograph?


“She broke her hand,” I said. Her left hand, but she was left-handed. I thought that made the lie sound more convincing.


“I bet your mother isn’t really famous,” Richie said. “I bet she’s really somebody dumb, like the grandmother on Beverly Hillbillies.”


“My mother is very beautiful,” I told him. That part was true, anyway.


My mother had shiny black hair that reached past her waist that I loved to brush. She had long, elegant fingers (but dirt under her nails) and she was so thin that when we lay on some air mattress together at one of the campsites we were always staying at, back in the old days, I could trace her ribs. The part I remember best was her voice—a pure, unwavering soprano. Her ear was so good (her instincts about music a lot better than her instincts about men) that she could hold the most complex minor key melody without a guitar to back her up, though it never seemed difficult for my mother, finding some handsome bearded folksinger with a guitar to accompany her.


People compared her to Joan Baez, but her boyfriend, Daniel—the one she was with the most for my first six years of life (off and on) till the month before the accident, said no, she was more like Joan’s younger sister, Mimi Fariña. The prettier one with the softer voice.


She sang to me all the time, in the car late at night or lying in our tent together, sharing a sleeping bag the way we used to. She knew all the old English ballads—songs about jealous men who throw the woman they love in the river because she won’t marry them, purehearted women promised to noblemen who choose a lowly commoner instead, only to find out he’s the richest in the land.


She sang me to sleep every night. The songs were like bedtime stories.


“Twas in the merry month of May, when green buds all were swellin’ . . . Sweet William on his death bed lay, For love of Barbara Allen.”


“Can a person actually die from loving somebody too much?” I asked her.


“Only if they’re a true romantic,” she said.


“Are you a true romantic?”


“Yes.”


Some of the songs my mother sang were more likely to keep me up at night than they were to put me to sleep.


“I’m going away to leave you, love. I’m going away for a while. But I’ll return to you sometime. If I go ten thousand miles.”


The part where she sang about going away used to worry me. The good part was when she sang about coming back, no matter what. “It’s just a song,” she told me.


But one of those old ballads scared me to death. It was “Long Black Veil.” I’d lie there hugging the giraffe Daniel had got me at a carnival one time, when he popped five balloons in a row with darts, and even though I’d heard my mother sing that song a hundred times, there was a part at the end that I dreaded.


“Late at night when the north wind blows . . . In a long black veil she cries o’er my bones.”


It was an odd choice for a bedtime song, but that was my mother for you.


“No more!” I’d call out from my bed—or whatever mattress she’d put me down on that night—when she sang “Long Black Veil,” when she got to that part. Then she’d stop singing, and I’d beg her to finish. I loved her voice that much. Even when the words gave me nightmares.


My mother wanted me to call her Diana. She said when I called her Mom or Mommy it made her feel old, like some character on a TV show wearing an apron. Or like my grandmother, which was worse.


She had graduated from Berkeley. She met my father at a sit-in protesting the Vietnam War at People’s Park. She didn’t know this yet, naturally, but by the time they headed back over the bridge Diana was pregnant with me.


My father got his draft notice that fall. They ordered him to report to duty around the time I was due to be born. He went to Canada instead. He sent Diana a letter every day—two a day, sometimes—begging her to join him there, but by this point she had gotten together with someone else—a banjo player named Phil who reminded her of Pete Seeger, but sexier. My guess is that Diana was more in love with heartbreak—whether in life, or in songs—than she ever was with my father. Then she and Phil broke up and she sang a lot of sad songs. Well, that was always the case.


She met Daniel the day she went into labor with me. This was her pattern. She was a person who needed a man at her side, and she never had any trouble finding one.


Daniel had been her nurse in the delivery room—an unusual job for a man in those days, but Daniel loved babies, and, as he told me once, he loved helping women give birth. He’d coached Diana through thirty-two hours of contractions, followed by six of pushing. The story went that by the time I was born the two of them were in love.


My memory of what I think of as the “Daniel Years”—with frequent guest appearances by various others—centers mostly on the music we listened to at the time, a record Daniel had bought me of Burl Ives, who seemed like exactly the kind of grandfather you’d want to have, if you had a grandfather, and an album of Woody Guthrie’s songs for children. Unlike Burl Ives, Woody Guthrie always sounded a little crazy, but his songs were the funniest. I made Diana and Daniel play the Woody Guthrie record a dozen times a day—my favorite of the songs being one about riding in a car, accompanied by a lot of funny noises you had to make with your mouth. This is one of my strongest memories of Daniel, how he thrummed his lips to mimic the sound exhaust pipes make on very old vehicles, which sounded exactly like the exhaust pipe on our very old vehicle. I thought every car made noises like that.


We spent a lot of time in the car—a succession of them. Whatever old and problematic vehicle we drove generally gave up the ghost on a highway headed to some peace demonstration or concert or back home, times when we had a home, or back to the motel or the campsite, or the apartment of some guitar-playing friend of my mother’s when we didn’t. Diana and I spent hours standing by the side of the road while Daniel or some other boyfriend worked on the car. Most of them blend in my memory—long hair, funny smell, jeans that dragged in the dirt—but one who stands out went by the name Indigo. He called me Kid and liked to tickle me even after I told him I hated tickling. One time when we were staying at a motel with a pool, he’d thrown me in the water.


“Joanie can’t swim,” Diana yelled. Indigo just laughed. I could feel myself sinking to the bottom of the pool. I opened my mouth. No air. My arms were flailing but there was nothing to hold on to.


Then Diana was there. She’d jumped into the pool in her denim skirt. She was pulling me to the surface. Then I was coughing and gasping, water pouring out of me. That was the last time I ventured into a pool.


My mother and her boyfriends brought me along to a lot of concerts. My chief memory of those times features the smell of the Porta-Potties that I was always scared I’d fall into, and of marijuana and musk oil, and the warm feeling I got when my mother climbed into the tent with me and whatever boyfriend she had at the time, late in the night. Later came the sound of the two of them whispering and laughing softly in a way I now recognize as part of their lovemaking, when they thought I was asleep. At the time, it was just the soundtrack of my life, no different from old ballads and Kumbaya.


Often there would be speeches still going on outside blasting over a crackling PA system. I liked the nights best when Diana sang to me as moths circled our heads in the light of our Coleman lamp. Times when she and Daniel were together, he used to sit just outside the tent with his flashlight reading the textbook for an exam he was going to take so he could get to be the next level of nurse or smoking a joint or whittling the same piece of wood he’d been working on for as long as I could remember. It wasn’t in the shape of anything I could recognize, but it was so smooth I liked to hold it against my cheek. I imagined my mother’s hand stroking me that way, but she was usually off doing something else.


The three of us lived in San Francisco for a while. We got an apartment, even, and a couch, and a real bed for me. Daniel’s sister sent him a sourdough starter. For a while there, our apartment smelled like bread, and I actually thought we might stay put for once. But in the summer of 1969, when I was six, my mother and Daniel made a plan to drive across country to attend a music festival, Woodstock. Her idea, probably, but Daniel went along with it.


They packed the car—that summer, it was a silver Renault—with everything we owned in the world, which wasn’t much: a few tie-dye shirts and blue jeans and my ever-present pencil set, my giraffe, a patchwork quilt my grandmother had made for us and my mother’s prize boots, with roses tooled along the sides, Daniel’s books from nursing school. Tucked into the trunk was a crate containing Diana’s precious collection of vinyl records. When we were someplace hot like Arizona she worried they might melt. One time she bought a cooler and put some ice in it to keep the records safe. The thought had not come to me at the time—only later—that Diana took better care of her records than she did of me.


Mostly we camped out, though not in national parks because they cost too much. A week before the festival was due to start, our car began making noises like the ones in the Woody Guthrie song, so we never made it to Woodstock. We ended up at a festival in some little town near the Canadian border where a man Diana started dancing with who was on an LSD trip gave her the keys to his VW Bug, which was orange. We left the concert and drove away in it before he came down from his trip enough to change his mind.


Three days later, possibly in response to Diana’s dancing with the Hare Krishna man, my mother and Daniel had one of their fights at a rest stop in New Jersey—the last one, as it turned out. I have only a dim memory of the next part. Diana and I sat in the front seat of the Bug while Daniel stuffed his clothes into his duffel bag, along with some albums that my mother said she wouldn’t want any more, because they’d remind her of him (Burl Ives was one of these. Woody Guthrie, another) and the sourdough starter that he kept in a jar. That piece of wood he’d been working on was the last item Daniel placed in the bag.


“You’re a great little kid,” he told me, just before he headed out of the rest stop parking lot. We passed him a few minutes later, standing by the side of the highway with his thumb out. He looked like he was crying, but my mother said it was probably just allergies. I felt like crying too. Of all the people I knew during those years, Daniel was the only one who seemed dependable.


Gassing up the car somewhere in New York—not filling the tank all the way—Diana struck up a conversation with a man named Charlie who was a member of a group he called the Weather Underground. That name stuck with me, because the idea had seemed confusing—how there could be weather underground? It seemed to me it would pretty much always stay the same.


Charlie invited us to move in with him and a group of his friends on the Upper East Side at a house on East Eighty-Fourth Street belonging to the parents of one of them. Next thing you knew we were crossing a bridge into New York City.


The house was brick, with a pot of geraniums on the front step that nobody had watered in a while from the looks of things. Inside, Charlie and his friends played a lot of records whose jacket covers I studied, since I didn’t have any books—Jefferson Airplane, Led Zeppelin, Cream. My mother still had most of our albums in the crate of course, but nobody ever wanted to hear those. Songs like “Silver Dagger” and “Wildwood Flower” seemed out of place at Charlie’s friend’s parents’ house.


I knew, even then, that Joan Baez and my grandmother wouldn’t have liked this place or approved of the way things were going there. The music Charlie and his friends favored was different—loud, with a lot of yelling going on and guitars that sounded like people crying. We ate a lot of peanut butter and Cocoa Puffs and sometimes we had ice cream for dinner, which might have seemed really great but wasn’t. A girl who came over one time, Charlie’s friend’s stepdaughter, a couple of years older than me, had a Barbie doll that she kept in a special case. I’d known enough about my mother’s opinions not to ask for a Barbie, myself, but I loved it that the girl let me dress her up in all the outfits.


On that last trip across country, Daniel had read me a chapter of Charlotte’s Web every night in the motel room or the tent or wherever we’d ended up. He must’ve taken the book with him when he left, and we had three more chapters to go, so I never knew what happened in the end to Fern and Wilbur and Charlotte, and I worried about them. I was confused why my mother’s friends all hated pigs. If Wilbur was a typical example, pigs seemed pretty great.


I didn’t understand a lot of what Charlie and his friends were talking about, except the Vietnam War was a big part of it—not that I knew what this war was, or where. I knew they were building something in the basement that required a whole lot of nails. One time I went down there to see, and everyone got mad, especially Charlie, who called me a brat.


After that my mother decided it wasn’t a good idea for me to be sticking around in the Upper East Side house, so she brought me to my grandmother’s apartment in Queens. “Charlie’s not my type of person,” she said. “I’m getting out of there.” She was just going back for her records, she’d come for me in a few days. We’d find a cozy little house someplace in the country and plant a garden. She was going to find someone who could teach me how to play my ukulele (odds were good, this would be a man). She had this plan of cutting an album. Some guy who met Buffy Sainte-Marie one time had given her his card.
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No evidence of survivors


My grandmother was making grilled cheese sandwiches with the news on in the background when we heard about the explosion. The newscaster kept talking about this place called the Weather Underground house on East Eighty-Fourth. “Total destruction,” the newscaster said. Two people on the street outside the building had been killed when the house blew up. One of them was an off-duty policeman, father of three daughters and a ten-year-old son.


There was nothing left of the building, after, but they showed a picture of how it looked before, and I recognized the steps out front and the red door. “No evidence of survivors,” the newscaster added.


Some reporter out on the street, standing in the wreckage, was interviewing a bystander. “Bunch of murderers,” she was saying. “Good riddance to bad rubbish.”


After she turned off the news my grandma put me to bed, but I could hear her through the wall between the living room where I slept and her bedroom. That was the only time I ever heard Grammy cry.


They didn’t release the names of the people who got blown up in that house making the bomb until the next day, but by that time we knew. My grandmother didn’t tell me that part, but I heard the report on someone’s radio, and when I did all I could think about was Cocoa Puffs shooting out all over the place. I pictured that record album cover of the Beatles with the bloody baby dolls on their laps, and another album cover by King Crimson that used to give me nightmares, even before the explosion: of a man’s face up so close you could see into his nostrils, with his eyes open very wide like he was screaming. I pictured pieces of black vinyl scattered all over the street in front of the house and Diana’s boots with the roses hand-tooled on the sides that she took with her every time we moved, even times we hardly took anything else. (My glass animal collection, for instance. I’d left them all at the house that exploded. In my head, I imagined my animals, one by one, flying through the air and out into the street. Horse. Monkey. Mouse. Unicorn. I’d taken such good care of them up till then.)


The truth was, there was nothing left for anybody to recognize, though one TV reporter mentioned the police found a piece of somebody’s fingertip. When she heard that Grammy turned off the set.


“How did the fingertip come off the person’s hand?” I asked my grandmother. “After they found it, what did they do with it?”


In one of the news reports they broadcast in the days that followed the explosion, a picture of my mother from her high school yearbook came on the screen. She was a lot prettier in real life than in the picture they showed on TV. A reporter stuck a microphone in front of a woman who turned out to be the wife of the dead policeman.


“I hope she burns in hell with the rest of them,” the woman said.


It was around this time that we changed our names to Renata and Irene.


After that I stayed with my grandmother—first in Poughkeepsie, then North Carolina, then Florida, then Poughkeepsie again, then back to Florida. I’d never actually met my father, Ray, but a year or so after our first move or possibly our second, my grandmother tracked him down. In case he hadn’t heard the news about my mother, she thought he should know. She made him promise not to tell anyone our new names or where we were.


Ray was living on an island in British Columbia with his wife, who had recently given birth to twins. He told my grandmother I was welcome to visit sometime if we were ever in the area.


“I’ll always remember sitting in the park that summer, singing all those crazy old songs,” he’d written. “Say what you will about Diana, but she had a beautiful voice.”


Sometime around third grade Daniel showed up at our apartment in Florida. He must have passed the test that made him a higher level of nurse because he drove a regular-looking car. He was working at a hospital in Sarasota. Ray had broken his promise about keeping our secret, evidently.


“Your mother was the love of my life,” Daniel told me. He started to cry. I think the idea was that he’d come to comfort me, but I ended up comforting him. “I don’t think she ever meant to hurt anyone,” he said. “She probably didn’t get what the rest of them were up to. All she really cared about was singing.”


What about me, I wanted to ask him.


“Diana probably wouldn’t approve of this, but I brought you a doll,” he said. It was a Barbie, and of course he was right. My mother never would have let me get a Barbie, not even the Black one.


My grandma and I walked Daniel out to the street to say goodbye. He opened his trunk. I could tell from the way he lifted the box out that whatever it contained was something very precious to him, not easy to part with. It was a stack of vinyl record albums—the ones my mother had let him take that day we left him at the rest stop—Woody Guthrie, Burl Ives, the first Joan Baez album, badly scratched. I still knew the words to all the songs: “Mary Hamilton.” “House of the Rising Sun.” “Wildwood Flower.” All those old songs we used to sing in the car together.


“I was the first person that ever met you,” he said as he got into the driver’s seat. “I cut the cord.” It took me a minute to understand what he was talking about. He’d been the nurse in the delivery room with her that day. The job had fallen to him.


“I would have loved to be your father,” he told me.


“That probably would have been good,” I said.


With the exception of Daniel—and Ray, my father, who my grandmother had sworn to secrecy, same as me—nobody from our old life tracked us down after the explosion. But Grammy lived in fear of being discovered. As the years passed, I could never understand why it seemed like such a big deal to her, but a week never went by that she didn’t remind me of my promise that I’d never tell anyone what had happened or who we were before.


“This is our secret,” she said. “We take it to the grave.” This made me think about being dead, which made me think about the long black veil song, which still made me shiver.


Take it to the grave. What did those words mean to a ten-year-old? It was the mantra of my childhood. No one must ever know who you are. You have to promise me. You’ll take it to the grave.


I had nightmares about what would happen if anyone found out who we were.


My grandmother took many jobs over those years. Not having a Social Security card was a problem. She had to know somebody personally to get hired, or do something like babysitting where they didn’t ask.


I was eighteen years old, newly graduated from high school, when my grandmother received the diagnosis. Stage four lung cancer. Those Marlboros caught up with her.


I spent that summer taking care of her. The last week, when she was in hospice, she made me promise, again, to keep the secret of my mother.


“I’ve never told a soul, Grammy,” I said. “But even if I did, it wouldn’t matter anymore.” By now I understood much more about what had happened, and about what it was that Charlie and the rest of them were doing in the basement of that Upper East Side townhouse that day. Sometime around my sixteenth birthday I’d gotten curious and spent a day at the library researching the Weather Underground. I had probably never wanted to know, before, how it was that my mother died, but once I read the stories I couldn’t get the pictures out of my brain. Shattered glass all over the street. That one fingertip. A woman’s.


“Just promise,” Grammy said. “Never tell. It could make for trouble in ways you don’t understand.”


She was on a lot of medication by this time, so none of the rest made much sense, but she started muttering about the FBI then, and some new kinds of tests they could perform now to track people down based on nothing more than your saliva on a coffee cup or a strand of hair from your brush.


“If anyone ever asks you about Diana Landers,” she whispered, “you never heard of her.”
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A man from the sunny side of the street


It didn’t take that long clearing out my grandmother’s apartment, she had so little. She’d wanted to be cremated, with her ashes spread—at her request—at the foot of the Unisphere from the 1964 World’s Fair that she brought me to when I was a baby. Her life savings, after I paid the last of her bills, came to a little over eighteen hundred dollars. My legacy. I used the money to get a studio apartment and a turntable to play my records.


You have to live a whole different kind of way when you’re keeping a secret, particularly if it’s as big a secret as how your mother died, and that the name people call you isn’t the one you were born with.


For a person carrying a secret, it’s easier if you don’t get close to anybody, and for a long time I didn’t. For all my years in high school and into my art school days, I never had a boyfriend, or a close girlfriend either. Apart from when I was at art classes and my waitress job at a diner in the Mission, I kept to myself.


I was always drawing. I tacked a picture of Tim Buckley on my wall, partly because he was so handsome, but also because he died young, and tragically, like my mother. I played “Once I Was” so many times I had to replace the album. Any time I wanted to get myself into a particularly dramatic mood, all I had to do was put on that song.


Then I met Lenny, a man without the slightest air of tragedy around him. If I had only one sentence to describe Lenny, it would be this one: He walked on the sunny side of the street. Meaning, he was the last person I’d ever picture myself falling in love with, the last person who’d ever fall in love with me. Only we did.


Shortly after I graduated from art school, I’d been chosen to participate in a show in San Francisco at a little cooperative gallery in the Mission. The artists took turns working there, setting out plates of saltines that we’d squirt with cheese from a can when someone walked in to take a look, which didn’t happen all that often.


Most of the other artwork in the show was abstract or conceptual. One guy’s art piece was a slab of meat lying in the middle of the room. By day 2 there were flies circling it, and by day 4, the smell of rotting flesh filled the whole gallery. “I think you need to take this away,” I told him when he came by to do his stint handing out the saltines. No problem, he said. He’d brought a fresh piece of meat. A cheaper cut.


My work hung in the corner. Unlike virtually every other artist displaying their art in the gallery at the time, I made highly realistic drawings in pencil, inspired by nature. This had been an interest of mine since I was very small, dating further back than when I moved in with my grandmother, though it was probably after the disappearance of my mother that making pictures became my obsession. When I took out my pencils and got to work, the rest of the world went away.


I’d had phases over the years when I spent my days in the woods—or, when I couldn’t get to the woods, in the park—sketching mushrooms and fungus or lifting a rotting log to study the teeming community of insects revealed underneath and drawing them. The spring my grandmother died, I’d taken off for the Sierra for a couple of weeks, where I hiked and slept in my old tent and filled my sketchbook with images of the wildflowers I found there. It had been that sketchbook that earned me my scholarship to art school.


At the time of the gallery show, I was mostly drawing birds. The pictures displayed on the wall that day featured a species of parrot known as conures, who’d taken up residence in the city.


The story went that sometime in the mid-1980s, two or three rare and beautiful conures had escaped from an exotic bird pet store in southern California, eventually making their way north to San Francisco, where they had mated with surprising success. Soon a flock of brightly colored birds could be seen perched on trees all over Telegraph Hill.


In a city whose bird population was largely made up of pigeons, sparrows and jays, the red and blue and yellow plumage of the parrots of Telegraph Hill was impossible to miss. From the window of my little studio on Vallejo Street I could stand with my cup of coffee, taking in the sight of them as they swooped over the Filbert steps toward Coit Tower. The photographs I took of these exotic birds that I tacked on the wall over my drawing table—so unexpected in the gray mist of the Bay Area—became the basis for the series of drawings I was exhibiting at the gallery the day Lenny walked in.


He looked around my age—a man of average height and build. There was nothing particularly outstanding about his appearance, except that he had the kindest eyes and looked like a person who was comfortable in his skin. This probably stood out because I could not have said the same of myself. He was wearing a San Francisco Giants jacket so beat up that most people would have thought it was time to throw the thing away, which made me understand he was either totally broke or extremely sentimental about his team. Both were true, but Lenny loved the Giants almost as much as, ultimately, he loved me.


He walked right past the other pieces in the show—the sculpture of a giant eyeball with the words “BIG BROTHER” written across the pupil, a painting of a young man holding a gun against his head that I knew (as others would not) bore a strong resemblance to the artist who’d made it, who’d been in my figure drawing class and suffered from depression. When the time came for the artist responsible for the gun painting to put in his time greeting visitors at the gallery and pass out crackers, he’d said this was impossible. He couldn’t get out of bed.


You knew, the moment you met Lenny, he had an extremely positive outlook on life. He ignored the rotting skirt steak on the floor. He made a beeline for my drawings of the Telegraph Hill conures.


“These are great,” he said, standing in front of a drawing of a pair of conures perched on a branch. He had a saltine in his mouth, and two more in his hands, and he was smiling. Later I learned that he’d come into the gallery with the hope of free food. What ended up happening had been a surprising bonus.


“I made those,” I told him.


“My family had a parrot when I was a kid,” he said. “Jake. I taught him how to say ‘Beam me up, Scotty’ and ‘Go ahead, make my day.’”


That was Lenny for you. He was a man who formed his attachments—to a song, or a picture, or a place—based on happy associations from what had been, up until now, a singularly happy life. Not only did he have a parrot, growing up, but he had two sisters who adored him (one older, one younger) and a dog—also uncles, aunts, cousins, friends from summer camp with whom he still got together regularly, and two parents still married to each other and still in love. He’d had a bar mitzvah where his family had carried him around the room on a chair, singing. He was on a bowling team and actually owned his own bowling shoes and a shirt with his name stitched on the pocket. He was in his first year of teaching in a pretty rough part of the city, coaching T-ball on weekends. To a person like me, he might as well have come from Mars.


“I really admire artists,” he told me. “I can’t even draw a straight line.”


“You probably have all kinds of other talents,” I said. “Things I’d be terrible at.” It wasn’t the wittiest line, but for me, even saying this much to a man—not a wildly handsome one, but nice looking, around my age—was highly unusual. After I said the words I worried they might come across as sexually suggestive, which he later agreed they had.


“How are you at throwing a baseball?” he asked me.


“Guess.”


“I’ll take you to a game,” he said. Just like that.


“Where?”


“You aren’t going to tell me you’ve never been to Candlestick Park?”


“I won’t tell you, then.”


After that we were together all the time. At the game—my first professional sports event ever—he took time explaining box scores and what an RBI was and a forced error. Somewhere in a late inning, when one of the Giants made a hit that sailed high over the head of the pitcher, I’d turned to him and said something along the lines of “Great!”


“We call that a pop fly,” he told me. “It’s not a good thing.” He said this kindly. Then kissed me on the mouth. It was a great kiss. That night, back at my apartment (mine, because Lenny had a roommate) we made love for the first time. For me, the first time ever.


I was twenty-two years old, six months out of art school. I had a part-time job as a medical illustrator, which meant there were always pencils laid out in rows, by color family, on the kitchen table of my apartment on Vallejo Street and pictures of the major medical organs and drawings of the reproductive, circulatory, lymphatic, digestive, and skeletal systems tacked to the wall. Some years earlier, while I was still in art school, I had tacked up, next to my medical diagrams, a postcard of a painting I loved, by Chagall—a man and a woman, in a small apartment somewhere in Russia, with a cake on the table and a bowl of what appeared to be berries, and a row of neat, identical houses visible out the window, a chair with an embroidered pillow, a single backless stool.


The painting is all about the lovers who occupy this room. The woman wears a modest black dress with a ruffled collar, with black high-heeled shoes on her impossibly tiny feet, and she’s holding a bouquet. The man and woman are kissing, and their feet don’t touch the ground. Nothing touches but their lips, in fact, though to accomplish this requires an act of astonishing gymnastics on the part of the man. To make this kiss possible, he has twisted his head a full 180 degrees, as—as my anatomical charts reminded me—the head of no human ever could. Never mind the flying part. Only love could allow two people to take flight this way.


There’s something incredibly tender and innocent about the two figures in the painting, but at the same time, it’s erotic. All they need, to lift themselves off the ground, is the touch of their lover’s lips against their own.


The day after our baseball date, Lenny brought me a postcard identical to the one I’d kept on my wall. He’d slipped it under my door with a note that said: I think I’m in love.


When he picked me up for dinner that night—bearing roses—he looked like the guy on my grandmother’s favorite show, Jeopardy!, when he won the all-time jackpot. If any mortal humans could have taken flight that day, it would have been the two of us. I might not have said, yet, that I loved this man, but I knew I would soon enough. We were like those two people in that painting, Lenny and me. It was as if we’d invented love.


He taught second grade at Cesar Chavez Elementary School. He loved his students. Every night over dinner he told me stories about what happened that day in class, which student had a hard day, the one who finally figured out subtraction. I came to know all their names.


He was, from the beginning, a romantic man. In that brief period before he moved in with me—also after he did—he never showed up at my door without flowers or a chocolate bar or some goofy present like a yo-yo. He copied poems out of books and read them out loud to me. He loved songs like “I Think I Love You” and “Feelings” and “You Light Up My Life,” because they expressed so perfectly how he felt about me. If a song he loved came on the radio when we were driving, he’d turn up the volume and sing along. One time he brought over an album of the Kinks. There was this song he had to play for me that reminded him of us. “Waterloo Sunset.”


For me the best moments with Lenny—the ones I’d think about, after—were never these. What got to me were the most ordinary things that Lenny took for granted—a time I got a cold, when he ran out and bought me cough medicine, the time he came home with a pair of shoelaces for me—not roses, shoelaces—because he’d noticed mine were so frayed it was hard getting the ends through the holes in my sneakers. It never got that chilly in San Francisco, but on rainy days he warmed up the car for me and, one time, knowing I’d be borrowing his Subaru to drive over the bridge for a dentist appointment, he checked the tire pressure the day before. Then there was the time, on a weekend getaway to Calistoga, when he’d sat beside me for two hours on the edge of a hotel pool, trying to help me get over my fear of the water. “I’ll never leave you,” he said. Possibly the one thing he told me, ever, that wasn’t true.


Later, when we were trying to have a baby (a decision we made about a week after we’d met), he made a chart that he put on the refrigerator, tracking my temperature every morning so we’d know when I was ovulating, with a box next to every day to check off that I’d taken my folic acid.


We hardly ever argued about anything, though it hadn’t gone over well when, as a joke, I mentioned that since I’d been born in Queens, I should probably be a Yankees fan. “We’ll work on that,” he told me.


Virtually our only point of tension lay in my reluctance to meet Lenny’s family.


Because he was Jewish, Christmas was not an issue, but there were all these other holidays. Thanksgiving, Lenny’s birthday, his mother’s birthday, his grandmother’s, his aunt’s, his Uncle Miltie’s. He wasn’t observant, but he fasted on Yom Kippur in honor of his grandfather, who’d died a few years before we met. As was true of just about every one of Lenny’s many relatives, he’d loved this grandfather deeply and carried wonderful memories of going to the ballpark with him as a kid.


Partly I loved hearing Lenny’s stories of his happy childhood, his happy life. But sometimes, too, the stories of life on the sunny side of the street—Lenny’s side—seemed to separate me from this man I loved. It was as if the two of us spoke different languages, and except for the part about being crazy about each other he would always seem to me like a kind of foreign traveler paying a visit from his country of origin, same as I must to him. As much as we shared, there was this gulf between us. His experience of the world gave him a sense of hopefulness and security, where I could easily spot trouble and anticipate loss before it even happened.


Lenny’s parents lived in El Cerrito, just over the bridge from the city. The first year we were together, he’d assumed I’d go there with him for his family’s Passover seder. I made an excuse—something about an assignment for my painting class—but he knew better.


“I have a hard time being around families,” I told him.


He had asked about my family, of course. I’d told him only the basics—that I never knew my father and my mother had died when I was very young, that my grandmother raised me, and that after her death four years earlier, there had been nobody else.


Being Lenny, he wanted to hear more—how my mother died, how it had been for me. “We should visit her grave,” he said. He wanted to know the date of her death so when that date rolled round we could light a candle for her.


I couldn’t tell him there was no grave. How do you bury a fingertip?


“I don’t want to talk about it,” I told him. “It’s better that way.” He was my family now, all that I needed.


Then along came one other person. Our son.


Arlo was born just over a year after Lenny and I got together. The World Series was on that night—a matchup of the Mets against the Red Sox, leaving Lenny no choice but to root for Boston. But that night he was thinking of nothing but our baby, and of me. Not even the Mets’ rally from a two-run deficit in the tenth inning to win the game and, ultimately, the championship, could distract Lenny from his place at my side for every minute of the twenty-three hours it took for Arlo to enter the world. “Can you believe it?” he said, when the nurse put our son in my arms. “We made a baby.”


I’m a dad. Over and over, those words.


I used to say he was the best dad ever, also the best husband. He brought me coffee in bed and came home with odd, funny presents for no particular reason: a fountain pen, a pair of socks in Giants colors, a rhinestone tiara. He took Arlo to the Y every Saturday for parent-child swim classes—the only father in a pool-full of mothers holding their babies, while I sat on the edge, the memory of the time my mother’s boyfriend Indigo threw me in that motel pool having left me with a terror of the water. When Arlo cried in the night, it was always Lenny who jumped out of bed first to bring him to me, and Lenny who bathed and changed him whenever possible. Until then, he had loved his teaching job, but now he hated going off to work. “I don’t want to miss anything,” he said.


The part about Lenny’s family—his parents in particular—was a sore point. By this time I’d agreed to occasional visits with Rose and Ed, but nothing like what they would have hoped for with their first grandchild, or what Lenny would have wanted for them.


Not surprisingly, considering their son’s outlook on life, Rose and Ed were wonderful people. All my life I’d wished I was part of a big, loving family but now that I’d been welcomed into one, I felt like a misfit. When we got together with Lenny’s family everyone talked nonstop, and loudly—interrupted each other, offered many opinions, expressed emotions freely. There was always a lot of laughter.


I said little during these visits, but so much else would be going on it didn’t matter. I sat on the couch feeding Arlo and accepting the offerings of food that seemed never to stop. Sometimes I brought a drawing pad along and made sketches of everyone. “Our family Michelangelo,” my mother-in-law called me. (“Our family,” she said. In Rose’s eyes, if not my own, I was part of this happy circle.) She and my father-in-law had framed every drawing I’d ever made at their house. They hung alongside the photographs of all the relatives—me, included. My photograph had never hung on anybody’s wall before.


“So when are you two having another one?” Rose asked me, the day we celebrated Arlo’s first birthday. I wasn’t accustomed to questions like that. I’d learned, young, to keep my cards close to the chest.


On the drive home from El Cerrito that day, Lenny was quieter than usual.


“Don’t mind my mom,” he said. “That’s just her way. She loves you so much. “


“I didn’t know what to say,” I told him.


“I know it’s hard for you,” he said. “Maybe one day you’ll be able to tell me why.”


I couldn’t. I’d made a promise to my grandmother.


We got married a few weeks after Arlo’s first birthday, on the top of Mount Tamalpais, at a funky old hiking lodge called the West Point Inn, with no electricity. There was a big old piano in the main room of the lodge where Lenny’s sister Rachel played for us—show tunes, American Songbook, the Beatles—accompanied by an assortment of family members with bongo drums and a tambourine and Lenny’s Uncle Miltie on accordion. Lenny’s mother and sisters baked for days in preparation. They hauled everything including Arlo’s high chair up the mountain up the fire road. Arlo had just started walking at this point. He ran around in circles, beaming.


In the weeks leading up to the wedding, Lenny had kept returning to the question of who there might be from my side of the family who should be invited to the event. To Lenny, the idea that a person he considered as lovable as me would have nobody in her life who’d want to be present when she spoke her vows had been inconceivable.


At art school, I’d maintained casual friendships with my fellow students, but nothing of any seriousness. Though I couldn’t explain this to my future husband, it was that old curse of secret-keeping—my inability to say who I really was—that made it impossible to get close to anyone, other than Lenny.


“What about uncles, aunts, second cousins?” he asked me. “There has to be someone.”


In a weak moment, I’d mentioned that the last I heard—meaning, almost twenty years before—my biological father lived on a very small island in British Columbia. That was enough for Lenny.


“I never even met him,” I reminded Lenny. “All I know is he’s called Ray and he’s the father of twins.”


This was enough for my future husband. He tracked Ray down. I was in the room when he made the call.


“You don’t know me,” Lenny said. “But I’m in love with your daughter. We’re getting married next month in Marin County California. It would mean the world to us if you came to the wedding.”


Years before this, the US government had announced a policy of amnesty for Vietnam war draft resisters who’d fled to Canada. No danger existed for Ray of getting apprehended at the border if he came south for the ceremony. But it was clear from the half of the conversation I took in—Lenny’s half—that my biological father was about as interested in attending my wedding as he would have been in participating in a tax audit.


My future husband’s voice with the man he spoke of as his future father-in-law remained friendly, with no hint of accusation or any attempt to inspire guilt.


“I know it’s a long trip, man,” Lenny was saying. (One hand on the receiver, the other around my shoulders.) “I’d be happy to pay for the flight. My folks would put you up. It would mean a lot to Irene.”


Years before, Ray had been informed of my name change from my grandmother. Not that he’d spent any time calling me by my original name anyway.


“I hear you,” Lenny was saying, his voice very quiet now. I knew how hard he was trying to keep anger at bay. “I understand. Maybe you’ll think it over.”


Then, finally, his last words before the conversation ended. “You’ve got a beautiful daughter, Ray. If you ever met her, you’d love her.”


From what I gathered from the look on Lenny’s face, the line went dead at that point.
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One way to find your family


For the first time in my life, probably, I was happy. But there was always the secret—the fear my grandmother had bequeathed to me, with her Hummel figurines and her Betty Crocker cookbook, that someday someone would find out whose daughter I was and come after me.


That winter, curled up on the couch watching television after getting Arlo to bed, a segment came on one of those magazine shows about new technologies that were helping to solve crimes. The episode followed a case in England involving two teenage girls who’d been raped and murdered. A boy in their village had been charged with the crime but exonerated through the use of DNA testing. The same kind of testing had ultimately identified the real killer, when police in the area set up voluntary testing sites to collect blood samples of every man living in the area. Only one had refused the testing, but it had come out that another local man, reluctant to undergo the testing, had persuaded his friend to submit a blood sample under his name. When the police finally obtained a sample, his DNA had matched that of the rapist. The program Lenny and I watched that night followed the story of the man’s conviction and sentence to life in prison.


Lenny loved science, and he loved detective shows. That night, lying in bed, he was still talking about that story. As a person for whom family meant so much, he was excited by the idea that maybe, through DNA testing, I might find relatives I didn’t know I had—someone besides my birth father, Ray, who’d taken no interest in knowing me.


“Even when they’re a little annoying,” he said, “it means so much to me, having my parents and my sisters, and my Uncle Miltie and all the rest of them. I wish you had that sense of connection.”


“I’ve got you and Arlo,” I told him.


My husband wasn’t ready to let it go.


“This DNA stuff is amazing,” he insisted. “I can’t believe how they can take one strand of a person’s hair or some piece of evidence locked up in a lab for thirty years and solve a case with it.”


Like a fingertip, I thought, though I didn’t say this. Not that I really believed it would tell me anything I didn’t already know about what happened to my mother almost twenty years before. That story was finished. I didn’t want to think about it anymore.


Then something happened that made me go there. My drawing teacher from art school, Marcy, called me up. “This will sound nuts,” she said. “But I got a call from some kind of detective, asking about you. He was talking about some terrorist activities in New York City where a policeman got killed. Nothing he said made any sense. The date he mentioned when this event took place, whatever it was, you would have been a little kid. I told him he must have the wrong person.


“He didn’t even have your name right,” Marcy said. “He kept referring to you as Joan.”


I could feel sweat on my palms, holding the receiver. In the eighteen years since the explosion, I’d kept my promise to my grandmother to never speak to anyone about what happened, or my connection to it. Only two people ever learned where we had been: my biological father, Ray, and Daniel.


Daniel would never tell. Ray was another story.


“Did this detective say anything to you about where he got this supposed information about me?” I asked my teacher. This had to be the FBI, of course. They were looking for me.


“The whole thing was crazy,” she said. “He told me something about a trip he’d made to British Columbia. Some Vietnam War draft resister.”


“They must have me confused with someone else,” I told my friend.


For a few days after that I kept waiting for a federal agent to show up at our door, but no one ever did. Still, I knew it was time to tell Lenny the truth.


I was getting ready to do that. But it was October, and the Giants had made it to the World Series, against the Oakland A’s. Lenny was on cloud nine. I told myself nothing should interfere with his rapture. I’d tell him the truth I’d been hiding all this time once the games were over.
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Orange and black balloon


Giants versus A’s. My husband’s dream. In honor of Arlo’s third birthday, Lenny’s sisters had gotten together to buy us tickets for Game 3. The plan was for Ed and Rose to take care of Arlo while Lenny and I were at the stadium.


The day before the game—with Oakland leading the series—Lenny made a decision.


“My dad’s been a Giants fan even longer than me,” he said. “Seeing this game at Candlestick would mean the world to him. Let’s give my folks our tickets. I don’t really want to watch the game without Arlo anyway.”


So we stayed home, which was fine with me. We’d watch in our apartment on TV. I didn’t need to be with fifty thousand people. Two was enough, so long as it was those two.


A half hour before the game was due to start, Lenny decided we should have peanuts, like at the ballpark. The three of us ran down the street to pick them up, along with a six-pack of beer. “Go Giants,” the woman behind the counter, Marie, had said to Lenny as she handed him the change. Everyone in our neighborhood knew my husband and knew how he felt about the team.


At the store, Arlo had spotted a helium balloon. Giants colors, orange and black. Marie had given it to him.


The next eight minutes have played over in my head a thousand times, like that film footage of the Hindenburg exploding, the bomb cloud over Hiroshima, the Kennedy assassination.


Arlo wanted to hold the balloon but Lenny said that wasn’t a good idea. “You don’t want to lose your balloon, buddy,” he said. “Let’s wrap the string around your wrist to keep it from getting away.”


Arlo asked for a peanut. “Let’s wait till we get home,” I said. He spotted a piece of shiny paper on the sidewalk from the inside of a cigarette package and picked it up. A woman walked by with her dog. Arlo wanted to pet him.


Lenny was talking about the game, of course. The A’s had won the first two games in the series, but Don Robinson was pitching that day. My husband had high hopes our team would make a comeback.


“You need to remember what happened in ’86,” he said, though I didn’t. “The Mets were down two games and they ended up taking the championship.”


We were halfway down the block, Lenny trying (but gently) to get Arlo to go faster so we’d make it back in time for the start of the game. I bent down to pick him up but he shook his head. “No, Mama.” Our son wanted to walk on his own.


He hopped along between the two of us, Lenny and me each holding one of his hands, the balloon over our heads like a thought bubble in a cartoon. Arlo was singing a song I’d taught him from my old Burl Ives record, “Little White Duck.” He had a sweet high voice and even then knew how to carry the tune, which made me think—though I never said this to Lenny—that he must take after my mother. In that one way at least.


“Little white duck, sitting in the water.


Little white duck, doing what he oughter . . .”


“I can just picture my parents at the ballpark right about now,” Lenny said. “My dad’s probably wearing those awful orange pants Mom gave him for his birthday.”


“It was really something that you gave your folks those tickets,” I observed.


“It was really something my sisters got them,” Lenny said.


That was a family for you. His family anyway.


They were mine too, in Lenny’s eyes anyway. At just that moment I remember thinking how perfect everything was. I had married this wonderful man and we had this beautiful child bouncing down the sidewalk between us, heading home to watch a ball game—a round orange balloon hovering over our heads as if the sun itself were shining down on the three of us.


We had just reached the curb half a block from our apartment when the string wrapped around my son’s wrist came loose. Before either of us could catch it, Arlo’s balloon began to drift away overhead. Just a balloon, but to Arlo at that moment it was the world.


He let out the most piercing cry. “Come back!” To a three-year-old, the idea of a lost helium balloon reversing direction and returning to him would not have seemed impossible.


A gust of wind must have caught the balloon then, and for a moment it seemed we might actually retrieve it. The balloon dipped lower, directly in front of us, but it was moving out over the street. Arlo, seeing this, broke free of our hands. He wanted his balloon back.


The light turned green. A minivan rounded the corner—Giants flags attached on either side, its driver going faster than normal on account of the game about to start, probably. Like us, he wanted to get home. My son must had taken in nothing but the balloon. He raced into the street.


Seeing this, Lenny threw himself in front of the car like a man shot out of a cannon.


I can still hear it: a woman’s voice—my own—screaming. My husband diving for our child. The sound of screeching brakes.


Then Lenny was on the ground. Both of them were.


There was wailing in all directions—the only one making no sound, our son, lying motionless on the street. Lenny lay next to our boy, blood leaking out of him.


“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I couldn’t—” Then nothing more.


I can still see my husband lying there. His face bore an expression I had seen once before, in a photograph: a citizen of Pompeii, frozen in time and petrified in his moment of greatest horror—mouth open, eyes wide, as the dust of Vesuvius rained down on them, as if it were the end of the world.
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