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This book is dedicated to my mother, who I now know did the best she could.



PROLOGUE


Sylvia rolled over in the bumpy bed and tried to sleep. Hotel Monte Vista blinked in pink neon through voile curtains onto the bedspread. The clock ticked. She cuddled her beagle-basset, stroked the satiny fur, and whispered, “Do you think they’ll find us, Lucy?” The puppy hummed and grew quiet.

Every time Sylvia closed her eyes, she had that vision again: waxing moon, waves splashing, a body bouncing on the ocean toward the beach. A nightmare or a premonition? Either way, it was no good. Had they found her coat with the pin? It could be traced back to her. Would salt water rinse off fingerprints? Guns sink, don’t they? What if Ricardo’s body washed up on shore?

Sylvia switched on the light and sat up. Her shaky hands pulled a Lucky Strike from its pack. She lit it, inhaled, and blew the smoke out through her nostrils. She reached for the Life magazine from the bedside table and studied Grace Kelly’s smiling face, cool blue eyes and smooth blonde hair. People had compared her own beauty to the movie star’s, but Sylvia didn’t see the resemblance, and Grace had found her prince.

Lucy crawled from beneath the covers and plopped at the foot of the bed with a sigh.

Sylvia attempted to smile at her. “You can’t sleep either, girl?” Returning to the magazine, a recent one, she tried to calm her jittery thoughts and flipped through ads for phonograph needles, beauty creams, and Playtex Living bras. She turned a page and stared at a picture.

“Oh my God!” The photo of her with Ricardo leaving their engagement party filled the entire page. Such a wreck that night, her hair in shambles and mascara smeared, as if she’d been through a wind tunnel. Of course, Ricardo appeared perfect with his neat hair slicked back. He had been sauced, but the picture didn’t show that. Sylvia slapped the magazine shut and tossed it across the room, not wanting to remember the last time she had seen him.

She had been certain it was love the way her heart loped every time he was near. When he smiled at her, she thought she might fly. So naive. She closed her eyes and held back tears. But in the end, right before she pulled out the gun, she realized it must not have been love at all.
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A fall wind blew off the bay and licked Anne’s tall body as she hiked up California Street, full auburn hair flying behind her. She shivered and wished she had worn more than jeans and a T-shirt. In the window of Rescued Relics Thrift Shop, she spotted a swing coat that forced her to stop. Her heart chakra felt as if it actually glowed with white light. She just had to try on the coat.

As she wandered inside, a musty smell overwhelmed her, and she waited a moment for her eyes to adjust to the blink of the fluorescent lights. The shop was stuffed with racks of clothes, old toys, and household goods.

A clerk behind the counter snapped her gum. “Hi, doll.”

“May I try on that coat in the window?” Anne asked.

“Help yourself. Just came in this morning.” The woman continued to unpack multicolored beads from a shoebox.

Anne returned to the window and reached for the black velvet coat. “Oooh, ’60s. My fave.” A rhinestone snowflake pin with a hazy film on it, as if splashed by the sea, rested on the rounded collar.

Slipping on the coat, a whiff of White Shoulders perfume enveloped her, and a peaceful calm spread through her whole body. In search of a mirror, she stepped around chipped blue-and-white plates, silver trays, and a plaid couch.

With head to one side, she tried to view her image in the cracked mirror, but it was hard to see through the dust. She caressed the coat’s sleeves. Luscious and soft. Anne tugged off the coat and gaped at the Dior label. “Lah-de-dah,” she whispered. There must have been some mistake. The price tag pinned to the sleeve read $65, but it was worth more like $650. She looked over at the woman at the counter, who returned her gaze with a wink. Anne dug in a pocket for her money. If she bought the coat, she wouldn’t have enough to cover the rent, let alone all those outstanding bills. But she had to follow her instincts. She grinned, tossed the coat over her arm, and moved to the cash register.

The man in line ahead of her set down a mountain of neckties. Waiting her turn, she flipped through a stack of magazines, but none of them were old enough for collage fodder. Only vintage photos inspired her work. One series featured movie moguls—Hitchcock, Kazan, and Mayer. The most recent pieces were about political divas.

The clerk removed the tag from the coat and snapped her gum again. “Good bargain, sweetie. And with a pin too.” She nodded, causing her dangle-ball earrings to wobble back and forth under a beehive hairdo.

Anne paid and tossed the jacket over her shoulders. As she exited, the cashier yelled, “Honey, you look like a million bucks in that coat!”

Anne smiled and waved goodbye. Back out into the cold, she jumped a cable car and sat on the wooden seat. Snuggling into her plush purchase, she felt confident with her buy, but what about the rent and all those other bills? Four years ago after college, she’d moved here with such high hopes. She had become enamored by the big-city energy and never wanted to move back to the stifling Midwest. But she felt as if life was passing her by and the real world now seemed a lot harder than she had ever imagined. Even though she had gotten good grades it had still taken her six years to finish college. The first year she had frittered away at the community college, and then at the university it had taken her awhile to get the hang of how to sign up for the right classes in order to graduate. She hadn’t expected to get into San Francisco’s Museum of Modern Art, but at least thought she would have found gallery representation by now.

The cable car scraped underneath her as it ascended the hill. They passed Chinatown, and she looked down Grant at the red and gold lanterns, then dialed her cell. “Hi, Mom. I hate to ask you, but I’m in a bind. Could you lend me some money?”

“Again?”

“Just a little to tide me over?”

Her mother paused. “Your room is still here for you.”

Anne thought about the two-story yellow craftsman on Maple Lane in Oscoda. “I’ll sell some more pieces soon.” She tried to keep her voice upbeat.

“I know, dear. But you’re going to move back sooner or later. Stop torturing yourself.”

Anne’s phone beeped. “Hurry! I’m losing power. Please?”

“Okay. My Avon sales have been slow this month. I can only send $50.”

“Anything will help.” It wouldn’t be enough, though. Anne tried to call the hotel to ask for an extra shift, but her cell had run totally out of juice.

The cable car reached the peak and passed Grace Cathedral. The spires appeared to be reaching toward God and the heavens, a sign that she had chosen the right metropolis. She hopped off at the corner of California and Polk, her stop, then walked uphill toward her apartment. The flower shop located below her apartment teemed with pink roses, magenta gladiolas, and white stargazers.

“Hi, Tony!” She waved to the vendor, pulled more bills from her mailbox, and tiptoed up the steep stairs. She didn’t want to see Mrs. Ladenheim, the landlady, who lived on the first floor. Even so, the woman’s door opened a tad, and her Siamese cat skittered out.

Anne passed Val’s door as he started his vocal warm-ups, probably to prepare for tonight’s Beach Blanket Babylon. “Ke, kae, ke, kae, koo.”

On the third floor, she unlocked her door and stepped inside, almost tripping on a pile of newspapers and a pair of shoes. What a mess! Squished paint tubes, adhesive jars, wrinkled tarps, and magazines were strewn about. Not an inch of floor or table or counter space had been left uncovered. Even the walls had works-in-progress plastered on them. Anne knew this clutter instilled bad feng shui and made a promise to clean up later. When tidy, it could be quite sweet: a room with a kitchenette, daybed, and art studio all in one.

The place felt as cold as Antarctica. She turned on the heat for once and picked up the phone to call work, but it was dead. The phone company must have finally caught up with her. She planned to cancel it anyway. Slamming down the receiver, she plugged in her cell and called the St. Francis.

“Valet Service. How may I help you?”

“Howard, any extra shifts available this week?”

“Sorry. See you tonight, though. Afterward I’m going to Rhinestone Ruby’s. Hope you’ll come too.”

“We’ll see.” Last week she had joined him at the disco-western bar. She had followed behind his rust-colored chaps but kept bumping into the guy on her right and then the guy on her left. Dancing had never been her forte. She couldn’t even keep step with the Oscoda High drill team and had been asked to quit.

Anne took off the coat, grabbed a rag from the sink, and polished the snowflake pin until it shone in the light. Then she slipped the coat on again, closed the bathroom door, and inspected herself in the full-length mirror hanging on the back. She batted hazel eyes, twisted sorrel hair above her head, and considered an updo.

“Oh, I am so gorgeous!” She posed, as if a beauty queen, all five foot eight of her, with an outstretched arm. Model-like, she dipped her hands in the jacket pockets. The tip of her finger touched something cold. Funny—when she had checked the pockets at the store, she was sure they were empty. She pulled out her hand. The key was brass and as dull as an old penny.

She carried it over to the kitchenette to see it better through the bay window over the sink. A ray of light hit the key. It grew warm and shimmered around the edges. She could have sworn that a puff of salty sea air leapt into the room. Tickling her palm, the key glowed, began to flitter like a lightning bug’s wings, wavered, and then stopped. Was she going crazy? She stared at it for a full minute and hoped it would glow again, but no such luck.

She put it back into her pocket and wondered if she had imagined the key’s energy. A faint memory of warm vibration against her skin remained. Not able to resist, she pulled the key out again, but it just sat there in her hand. She wanted to call Karl, Dottie, or even her mother to tell them about it, but they’d think she had gone off the deep end.

Attached to the key hung a round tag, where the name Sea Cliff was faded, barely legible. It could be from somewhere down near Ocean Beach. She stared at the key again. Could it really be magic?
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1963.

Milo pulled the Rolls Royce around Bay Breeze’s circular drive and coasted down the street. A foghorn’s deep bass sang. Shadows shifted and fell across the road ahead. “It’s thick this mornin’,” the chauffeur said.

From the backseat, Sylvia nodded. “Better go slow.”

“Sleep well?” In the rearview mirror, Milo’s face glowed dark and shiny as the Rolls’s hood in the misty fog, his gray hair trimmed short as could be.

“Fine, thanks.” She didn’t want to tell him she had had a restless night. He worried about her.

“Where to? The usual?”

“Yes, Tiffany’s.” She had an itch, a craving for something dazzling. A charm that when touched would keep her composed tonight. She sat back on the black leather seat, used a compact mirror to apply Hollywood Red lipstick, and played with the graduated pearls around her neck. Buying something new usually calmed her.

The Rolls continued down the street. She really shouldn’t buy anything new right now, but this was an emergency. That blind date scheduled for seven o’clock had her stomach tied in knots.

Milo stopped for a cable car to pass. As they approached Union Square, she put on dark glasses, placed a pale pink chiffon scarf over her blonde hair, and flipped the ends around to the nape of her neck. The Rolls glided to the curb in front of the store and parked. Milo exited and opened her door. He took her hand, and she swung her long legs out, planting blue-and-white spectator pumps on the curb.

She smiled at him and stepped out. “I won’t be long.”

A man passed by, turned around, and glanced at her. She looked down and smoothed the jacket of her navy suit. At almost twenty-one, she wanted to look grown up.

Tall and erect, she walked as she had been taught years ago in charm school. Pushing through the revolving door, her body tingled with excitement. Tiffany’s: where glass cases gleamed under chandeliered lights, a fairyland filled with shiny objects and temptations of delight. It was her favorite place in the world.

The silent store smelled of fresh gardenia that wafted from a bowl on a pedestal. No other customers were present, but staff stood ready behind counters. Sylvia removed her dark glasses and scarf, slipping them into her handbag as a salesgirl approached, her brown hair pulled back and fitted suit just so.

“Miss Van Dam. What can I show you today?”

“I’ll just browse, Ruth,” Sylvia said with her voice just above a whisper. She gazed at a pair of sapphire earrings. In the perfect ensemble, her blind date might not notice her soft voice and shaky hands.

No one seemed to understand her shyness. She had overheard people at the club refer to her as a snob. But that wasn’t true. When someone new tried to talk to her, she could think of a million things to say, but her tongue would twist, her throat would go dry, and she just couldn’t get the words out.

At the next counter, she examined brooches, shimmering emeralds, topaz, and rubies. She wanted something a bit more understated and pointed to a snowflake pin.

“I’d like a closer look at that.”

“Isn’t it lovely?” Ruth took it out of the case. “Crystal rhinestone.”

“Not real diamonds?”

“No. I know it’s not our usual fare, but they’re all the rage.” Ruth placed a velvet tray on the counter and set the pin on top.

Sylvia had never bought an imitation. She peeked at the tiny tag hanging from the pin. The price was a reasonable $500, but even so, she shouldn’t buy it. Paul was a lenient guardian, but he had warned her not to exceed the $1000 monthly shopping allotment again, and this purchase would push it over. She hated to disappoint him, but she really wanted it.

Ruth placed the pin in the palm of Sylvia’s gloved hand and stepped back. About the size of a silver dollar, it was almost as light as a real snowflake might be, but this one certainly wouldn’t melt. She squeezed it in her palm, the permanence comforting.

She wiggled her hand toward the light and observed the glistening rhinestones. They sparkled as brightly as diamonds. You couldn’t even tell the difference. She held the pin up to her lapel, glanced in an oval mirror on the counter, and imagined how it would look on her black coat.

Ruth moved next to her. “That really suits you, Miss Van Dam.”

Sylvia smiled then frowned. The desire to buy the pin tapped, knocked, and then pounded a hole in her stomach. “Put it on my account, please.”

“Of course.” Ruth put the pin in a blue box and tied a white bow around it. She handed the package to Sylvia and walked her toward the door.

A glint caught the corner of Sylvia’s eye, and she paused. Alone in a glass case rested an exquisite tiara that somehow seemed familiar. A chill ran down her spine.

Ruth explained. “That’s been in our vault for years. Just put it on display.”

Sylvia stared at it and tried to catch her breath.

“Would you like to try it?”

“Oh, no!” Sylvia shuddered and rushed out the revolving door. How eerie. She was certain she had seen that tiara before. She seemed to remember its weight on her head and the feeling of the jewels on her fingertips.

Outside, the fog had cleared to reveal a lapis blue sky. The sun reflected on high white clouds. Sylvia squinted at the glare and donned her dark glasses again. Milo, at attention, cap in hand, opened the car door for her. She slid in and relaxed back. He started the ignition and peered in the rearview mirror. “Just that one little package?”

“That’s it.”

They drove up the hill, where Coit Tower floated in the distance. The tightening in her belly returned. What if Mr. Bonner tried to hold her hand tonight, or worse yet, kiss her? How horrible that would be. She wouldn’t know what to do. “Milo, please stop ahead at that liquor store.”

He nodded, slowed down, and pulled over.

She handed him some change from her pocketbook. “I’d like a Vogue and pack of cigarettes.”

“When did you start to smoke?”

“Today,” she said with a firm voice. It might make her appear more sophisticated and confident, like Marilyn Monroe.

“You know what Ella would say.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Sylvia mumbled, and she looked down.

Milo ambled into the store. He returned with a scowl on his face as if angry, then grinned and passed over the magazine and a pack of Lucky Strikes. “Don’t worry. No one needs to know.”

“You’re the best.” She smiled at him.

They continued up the hill toward home. She put the magazine aside and slid the cigarettes into her purse to try later. The tangle in her stomach twisted. She eyed the Tiffany package beside her and picked it up. Her fingers itched. She untied the white ribbon, opened the box, and stared at the snowflake pin. She clutched it. The knot inside her dissolved into calmness.

At home, Ella met her at the door. Underneath her lace cap, wispy curls had begun to turn the same gray as the uniform she always wore. “Shopping again?”

“Only a bauble.”

“Just what you need.” Ella stuck her hands in her apron pockets. “And don’t even think of breaking your date tonight.”

“I won’t.” Sylvia’s throat felt dry.

“You need to start dating.”

Sylvia looked down. “I’m only twenty.”

“Yes, and it is high time you became more social.”

“I’m trying.” Sylvia ran past Ella up the stairs.

“Your parents would practically have wanted you married by now!” Ella called.

Yes, but they weren’t here anymore, so it really didn’t matter. In fact, if that painting didn’t hang above the landing, Sylvia might not even remember what they looked like. She thought back to that day shortly after the funeral, hiding in her usual spot beneath the stairs, when she overheard Paul talking to Ella and Milo. “I think we should send Sylvia to boarding school.”

Ella disagreed. “Mr. Paul, you know she’s fragile by nature. Right now she doesn’t need any more disruption. She’s only thirteen and needs our care.”

“At least the two of you could move into one of the upstairs bedrooms.”

“No, thanks.” Milo said. “Our home has been down here for years, and that’s where we’ll stay.” So Ella and Milo continued to live in the little room next to the kitchen and continued with Sylvia’s day-to-day care and supervision.

What a relief. It would have been a nightmare to live with strangers. At the time, she didn’t really grasp the finality of death but somehow understood her parents were never coming back.

Now from a box on her canopied bed, Sylvia pulled out the velvet coat and clasped the snowflake pin on it. She donned the jacket and looked in the mirror. A lovely and confident woman stared back, at least for a moment, then faded to a trembling waif. She touched the pin and regained her composure, but within a few moments, it left her again. She shrugged off the coat, unclasped the snowflake, and grasped it in shaky hands.

How would she ever make it through her date tonight? Would Mr. Bonner think she was pretty? She wondered what to wear and entered her closet: a hollow cave filled with unworn sequined cocktail dresses and beaded chiffon gowns. She fingered each one. None of them seemed to fit the occasion.

She drifted to her dresser. On top rested seven identical turquoise leather jewelry boxes. She opened the first, placed the snowflake inside on black satin, and gazed at it. She felt nothing and quickly opened all the other boxes. One by one, she picked up each sparkling treasure—earrings, necklaces, bracelets, and brooches—and held each for a few seconds. The magic lasted only that long. Tenderly she closed the boxes and straightened them in a row, safe now.

She’d skipped lunch and knew Ella would fix her a sandwich if she asked but she couldn’t stomach food right now. Her body ached from exhaustion. She curled up to take a nap but wasn’t able to sleep so she knitted until she finally yawned, put away her needles and nodded off.

Awhile later Ella knocked on the door. “He’ll be here in an hour.”

To calm her nerves, Sylvia ran a bubble bath, stepped into the tub with the Vogue, and studied all the new jewelry and clothes she wished to buy. She dried off and wrapped a towel around her body. Checking the clock and in a panic, she entered the closet again, closed her eyes, and randomly picked a sapphire blue dress. She put it on. The sequins itched her skin, but she didn’t have time to change. With her hair brushed and makeup on, she took the snowflake brooch from the box and returned it to the coat’s collar just as the doorbell chimed below. She gasped for air.

Ella knocked and entered the bedroom. “He’s here.” She appraised Sylvia’s choice. “You look charming, dear.”

Sylvia glanced at her image in the mirror. Would Mr. Bonner think so?

“It’s time.” Ella smiled.

Sylvia couldn’t breathe, shook her head, and sat on the bed.

“I’m sure you’ll have a good time.” Ella walked over to her, hand outstretched. Sylvia swallowed, composed herself, and took it. Ella led her to the top of the stairs, placed Sylvia’s fingers on the newel, and let go. “You can do it,” Ella whispered in her ear.

Sylvia grasped the rail as she descended the stairs. At the landing, she stopped and peeked over the banister. Mr. Bonner, hat in hand, waited for her in the foyer. From the back, he looked nice enough—short brown hair and a sports jacket. But what if he wasn’t? Her heartbeat was so loud she thought he might hear it. She turned and ran up the stairs, past Ella and back into the bedroom again.



3

Where are the Jag keys?” Anne scanned the rack. “He called down ten minutes ago!”

“Not Mr. Duchamp. Let me look.” Howard ran his hands along the keys and shook his head. “They’re not here.”

Anne stuck a hand in her coat pocket and pulled out the key. “Thank God. Found them. Slipped them in here before I got that smarmy guy’s Corvette.” She read the key-ring tag and sagged her shoulders. “Up north?”

“The lot filled up fast from the convention.” Howard held out his hand. “I’ll get it. You’ve taken enough for today; you don’t need Duchamp.”

“No, it’s my turn.” Anne ran out into the fog and straight up the hill past the Sears Café. In the next block up, she found the car, jumped inside, and tried to nudge away from the curb into the thick of rush hour traffic. A delivery truck blocked her way though—cones placed behind it with flashers blinking. Anne swerved around the truck and heard a crunch but kept going. In the rearview mirror, she watched as the demolished cone dropped from underneath the Jag and a burly man chased her down the hill. She made it across Post as the light changed from yellow to red and pulled up to the hotel, where Mr. Duchamp waited.

“About time,” He growled, got in and threw a dollar bill on the ground. “If you want it, pick it up.”

Anne looked at Duchamp, who offered a cocky smile and a wave. She wanted to yell, Get it yourself, but with tears in her eyes, she stooped over and picked it up.

Howard put his hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t you take the rest of the night off?”

“That’s okay. We’re too busy.” She pulled a tissue from her pocket and dried her eyes.

Anne reached home at 1:00 AM and counted her tips, only now about half of what she needed to pay the rent. She checked her cell, and there was one message from her mom. “Are you using that new moisturizer I sent you? The California sun will wrinkle your face like a raisin.” Anne thought about taking off her uniform but instead fell right to sleep.

In the morning, Anne grabbed the only thing left in the kitchen cupboard, a Chips Ahoy! bag, ate the few crumbs left in the bottom, wadded it up, then threw it on the linoleum floor. Out of coffee, she found an opened can of Diet Coke in the fridge and took a sip. It was flat, but she drank it anyway in hopes it had some caffeine left.

She couldn’t continue to live like this. What if she got evicted? Maybe Karl would lend her some money or let her stay with him for a while. After all, they’d been seeing each other for almost a year. And the sex was great. He hadn’t ever told her he loved her, but she was pretty sure he did. At twenty-eight, she should start being serious about settling down.

She splashed water on her face in the bathroom. Oh my God, was that a wrinkle around her left eye? Maybe her mother was right. Anne pointed at her image in the mirror. “Okay! I’m giving you six more months. If you’re not making ends meet by then, you have to move home.”

From a chair, she picked up her coat, pulled the old brass key from the pocket, and set it on her wealth and prosperity altar for good luck. Anne rubbed the Buddha’s belly, looped rosary beads around its neck, bowed to the Shiva statue, and lit a gardenia votive candle. Its scent wafted throughout the small space.

She had the morning free and knew she should really spend it working but didn’t feel much like it. Back on the unmade bed, she picked up a vintage Life magazine with Grace Kelly on the cover and began to skim through the black-and-white photos. The ads for slide projectors, encyclopedias, and cars bored her. But Anne especially liked the women’s advertisements: Maidenform bras, Ponds Angel Skin, and Clairol hair products. Maybe she’d do a series on those sometime.

She perused page after page until a photo of another blonde beauty caught her eye. Anne paused and stared at the picture. The woman had on a swing coat similar to the one Anne had bought yesterday at the thrift shop. She leaned in closer and peered at something on its collar. Could it be a snowflake pin? It sure looked like it. That would be quite a coincidence.

Next to the woman, a pencil-mustached man held her elbow in one hand and a cigarette in the other. He had a smirk on his face. The pair stood behind a long white Cadillac. This picture might make an amazing photo transfer.

Anne carried the magazine over to her used-but-still-working computer equipment and scanned the photo. Then she flipped the copy upside down on the paper and taped the corners down to make sure they wouldn’t move. Her heart zoomed. Starting a new piece always gave her a rush. She held her breath. With a clear marker, she rubbed hard back and forth diagonally over the copy. Transparent liquid seeped dark ink through on fresh paper underneath. Sometimes this process worked, and other times it didn’t. With caution, she pulled tape from a corner and peeked.

“Yay!” The woman’s head was clearly visible. Anne lifted the entire copy to reveal the couple’s eerie gray image. Cadillac fins stuck out fiercely like treacherous sharks’. The transfer looked fabulous, spooky and romantic all at the same time.

To let it dry, she tacked it to the wall across from the daybed. Then she relaxed back on a pillow and studied her work. The picture had a lot to tell. The woman’s tight-lipped smile seemed false. Was it a mask covering fear? You could see it in her eyes. They stared straight ahead and maybe blinked at a camera flash that had caught her by surprise. The man’s smug expression included one raised eyebrow. He seemed to be squeezing her arm.

Anne returned to the Life magazine and read the caption below the photo:

SYLVIA VAN DAM and fiancé, Ricardo Lorenzo Lopez, leaving their engagement party at the St. Francis.

Right here in San Francisco! This woman lived right here, and the coat, pin, and key could really have been hers. Anne looked at the transfer again. Maybe Sylvia had been afraid of her fiancé, with his smoothed-back hair and that menacing sneer. The pair appeared to be opposites, light and dark, sun and moon. Her pale face looked frozen as if she had seen a poltergeist.

Anne’s imagination ran wild. She Googled Sylvia Van Dam. Several items from the Netherlands popped up in Dutch gobbledygook. To narrow it down, Anne typed in San Francisco, and some interesting biographical information appeared. There had been a Van Dam Shipping Company in the late 1930s. A Sylvia Van Dam born in San Francisco in 1942 had lost her parents in a 1955 plane crash. How sad. She would have been just a teen. Anne looked up at the photo transfer. How would Sylvia have gotten along without them? Anne had lost her own father at a young age, but at least she had her mother. The article went on to say that Sylvia’s named guardians, Preston and Pauline Palmer, also perished in the accident. Their son Paul Palmer, twenty-four, who had recently joined his father’s law firm, became responsible for her.

Anne clicked on an article about a dance at the San Francisco Yacht Club, skimmed the item, and found in the last paragraph a reference to the woman:

In attendance at the Valentine’s dance were club members Jay Allen, Patricia Swanson, and Carolyn Grant. Escorted by Paul Palmer, Esquire, a stunning Sylvia Van Dam wore pink chiffon. Ricardo Lorenzo Lopez, recently from Acapulco, was a standout on the dance floor.

Anne checked the Life magazine’s date: April 10, 1963—two months after that dance. Ricardo Lopez wasn’t Sylvia’s date that night, but he had been there. Maybe that was when she met him. But how could they have been engaged so quickly? Anne looked at the coat tossed over a chair and studied the snowflake pin.

This was all too surreal and serendipitous. Could Sylvia Van Dam really have owned this coat? These thoughts were crazy. She sat on the daybed and tried to peruse the magazines again. But her mind wouldn’t cooperate. She glanced back at the photo transfer and felt goose bumps rise on her arms. Sylvia Van Dam and Ricardo Lorenzo Lopez stared back at her.
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Sylvia smelled the gardenia corsage on her wrist and laid her hand on Paul’s shoulder. How sweet of him to remember her favorite blossom. She felt the heat from the bright spotlight bounce off her shoulders as they danced to a crooner singing “Night and Day.” Pink and red paper hearts hung over the dance floor, which was packed with club members in formal attire.

A brunette and her date glided near them. The buxom woman’s low-cut crimson gown accentuated her cleavage. Sylvia almost wore her own red dress but changed at the last minute, too afraid people might stare. The lace blush-rose piece she chose concealed all.

The song ended and the crowd applauded as the band left to take a break. Paul escorted her to their table, where martinis waited. She took a sip and pursed her lips together to keep her pink lipstick from fading. Then she glanced at Paul. His sky blue eyes stared at her.

“What?” she asked, while pushing a loose bobby pin into her blonde swirl. She had put her hair up into a French twist, thinking it made her look more adult.

Paul put his hand over hers, then quickly pulled it back. “I’m glad you came tonight.”

She squinted. “Did Ella put you up to it?”

“No, it was my idea.” He leaned back in his chair, debonair in a crew cut and white tux.

“Are you certain?”

“I’m not just your guardian. I’m your friend too.”

“Oh?” It had been a long time since she’d thought of him that way. They used to be such great pals. Now though, he didn’t visit very often, but he continued to keep track of the trust fund. That was his job, but she felt certain he really did care about her.

She thought back to the first Thanksgiving she could remember: she was six years old, and the Palmer’s were over for dinner. Ella had started to serve the pumpkin pie.

Paul sat across the table from her. A big teenager, ten years older—she pretended he was her brother. It would be fun to have one. He didn’t have any brothers or sisters either. Paul gently kicked her under the table. She tried to kick back but couldn’t reach and slid down on her chair, almost falling to the floor.

Her mother snapped, “Sylvia! Sit up straight or no dessert.” She thought her mama was the most beautiful woman in the whole world, with blonde hair piled high on her head and neck sparkling with jewels.

Sylvia pulled herself back up into the chair, and Paul winked.

Her mother grit her teeth. “Get your elbows off the table.” Sylvia folded her hands. She wanted to please her mama. Plus she didn’t want to miss out on Ella’s yummy pie.

Paul’s father, Mr. Palmer, The Van Dam Shipping Company’s attorney, looked over. Her father frowned at her with caterpillar eyebrows. Then the two men returned to talking about boring business stuff.

Her mother and Mrs. Pauline Palmer, dear friends from the club, returned to their gossip about the other members. After they had eaten the pie, Paul tilted his head toward the open door with a smile.

“Mama, can we be excused?” Sylvia asked.

“May we?”

“Mother, may we please be excused?” She smiled sweetly.

“Yes, dear.”

The youngsters ran to the library and sorted through the games in a low cupboard below the bookshelves. “Chess or Scrabble?” Paul held up the games.

“I don’t know how to play those.”

“I’ll teach you.” He put the Scrabble box on the hassock and set up the board. “Shake the tiles in this little bag.” They started to play, and he helped her spell words. Her favorites that night were “sweet” and “heart.”

Over the years, they played Scrabble many times. When she wasn’t certain of a word, he’d show her how to look it up in the dictionary. He came up with the most ridiculously long words, so she never understood how she always seemed to beat him. Now, as she looked at him across the table, it dawned on her that all those times, he had probably let her win. Her heart tugged with sadness. Suddenly this past year, he had become so serious. Was it from the strain of his responsibility for her?

“Any shopping trips lately?” he asked.

She fondled her beaded clutch, shook her head, and lied, “No.” If she told him about the snowflake pin, it would spoil the evening. She would suffer the consequences later when he saw the bill. Hopefully he wouldn’t get too mad at her.

“Good for you.” He nodded and drank some of his martini.

She smiled as her stomach tightened with guilt.

At the next table, Patricia Swanson, a plump dowager, wore amethyst teardrop earrings on flabby lobes. Sylvia resisted the urge to lean over and touch the jewels that sparkled in the light. Instead she touched her own pearls then sipped her drink.

The crowd across the room laughed as a tall man, the center of attention, moved his arms overhead as he spoke. They were too far away and she couldn’t hear a word, but a glow emanated from him, an electric heat she could almost feel, even from a distance. From the goo-goo eyes and open mouths of the women in tight dresses encircling him, Sylvia could tell they felt it too. Ella would call those girls “floozies.” The man looked over at their table and waved at Paul.

“Who’s that?” Sylvia asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

Paul frowned. “Ricardo Lorenzo Lopez.”

Sylvia nodded. “Right. I’ve seen his picture in the paper. How do you know him?”

“We played golf once.” Paul’s voice sounded gruff.

“What’s he like?” she asked.

“He’s a dipsomaniac.”

She giggled. “A what, Mr. Dictionary? That can’t be a real word.”

“It means he’s inclined to excessive drinking.”

“You made that up.” She turned her gaze back toward Ricardo just as he removed a silver flask from his tuxedo jacket and took a swig. Sylvia and Paul looked at each other and laughed.

“You might be right.” She gazed back toward Ricardo. He was so suave. “Tell me more about him.” She wanted to know everything.

“He’s from Mexico.” Paul paused.

“And?”

“And he’s a ladies man.”

She nodded. “I believe that. He’s so dreamy.”

Paul’s face reddened. “But he’s not to be trusted.”

“What do you mean?”

The band returned from their break and picked up their instruments.

“I just have a feeling about him,” Paul said slowly. Obviously he didn’t want to talk about Ricardo anymore.

“What kind of feeling?”

“He’s furtive. Like when we played golf. I saw him tap the ball with his foot to get a better shot.”

“That’s not much.” She took another sip of her martini.

The dance floor began to fill up again, and Ricardo pulled a curvy redhead toward him in a tight embrace.

Paul lowered his voice. “I’ve also heard rumors.”

“Like what?” Sylvia whispered, leaning toward him.

He looked across the room, then back at her. “It is just hearsay.” He paused.

“What?” She grabbed his elbow.

“It’s too black.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to scare you. Anyway, it can’t be true.”

She wished Paul would spill all, but he was not the kind to gossip. In fact, she’d never heard him say a bad word about anyone. “You can tell me.”

“Let’s dance.” He stood and put his hands on the back of her chair.

“Excuse me, Mr. Palmer.” The maître d’ set a long-corded telephone on their table. “You have a phone call.”

Paul sat, took the receiver, and mouthed, Sorry, to Sylvia. He listened for a few minutes while she watched Ricardo twirl the redhead and dip her down into his arms.

“I see. I’ll be right there.” Paul hung up the phone and stood. “We’ve got to go.”

“Why?” She wanted to stay and watch Ricardo all night.

“Work emergency.” Paul stood.

“Can’t I even finish my drink?” She tried not to whine.

“Got to spring someone from the slammer,” he said in a deep voice.

Sylvia scrunched up her lips to hold back a laugh. “You don’t even do that kind of law.”

“Actually it’s an estate client in some hot water.”

“Can’t I stay?”

“By yourself?” His eyes grew wide.

“I’m enjoying the music.” She swayed with the rhythm.

He looked around the room. “I don’t know.”

“Please?” She clasped her hands toward him. “Milo can pick me up.”

Paul shrugged. “Well, I don’t see why not. I’ll notify Milo.”

“Thanks. Call me tomorrow.” She leaned her cheek toward him for a kiss, watched until he was gone, pulled a cigarette from her clutch, and lit up just like she had practiced.

She sat alone smoking her Lucky Strike, not feeling very lucky. She had only set eyes on Ricardo less than an hour ago, and her heart felt as if it might explode with excitement. Was this what they meant by love at first sight? Even if it were, he wouldn’t ever be interested in someone plain like her. In the society columns, he was described as “dashing” this and “playboy” that. She took a drag of the Lucky Strike, curled her lips, and blew smoke out through her nostrils like she’d seen actresses do in the movies.

Ricardo stared across the dance floor. Her throat felt dry. With a jittery hand, she put the martini to her lips and swallowed a mouthful. She should have gone with Paul. Hands shaking, she snubbed out her cigarette and gripped the pearls around her neck. As Ricardo drew closer, his dark good looks became more pronounced. His caramel-colored skin was offset by light brown eyes that penetrated hers. A mysterious crescent-shaped scar adorned his right cheek.

Even though her legs felt like Jell-O, somehow she found the power to stand and turned to escape. But he grasped her and brushed his lips over her hand, the thin mustache tickling her smooth skin.

“Muy bonita,” he said with one raised eyebrow.

Certain her face was as red as the pimento of her martini’s olive, she looked down, pulled her hand back, and played with the pearls again. “Gracias,” she whispered, having studied a little Spanish in school.

“Would you care to dance?” His accent was thick, exotic.

She peeked at him and stammered, “Not tonight.” The band was playing “Sincerely,” a slow romantic number, and the thought of him holding her close made her feel lightheaded.

“Lo siento.” He shrugged and sauntered away.

Sylvia sat back down and watched as he took the redhead by the hand and led her to the dance floor again, holding her close. Sylvia wished she had the courage to dance with him like that. To be cradled in his arms would be thrilling.

The band switched rhythms to a rousing rumba version of “Rock Around the Clock,” the marimba playing the melody. Ricardo swayed with one hand on his hip and the other outstretched. The redhead wiggled her body, and three more women joined in to dance around Ricardo. He tossed his jacket over a nearby chair, exposing a slim waist nuzzled by a red cummerbund. The satin shone like garnets, and Sylvia wanted to rub her hands flat along its slick surface. She nibbled her martini olive and sucked juices from the toothpick.

Ricardo caught her eye and flirted back with a wry smile. She turned her head. The bandleader’s ruffled sleeves and maracas were shaking wildly and so were the dancers’ hips. Sylvia rolled her eyes. The tawdry women giggled as Ricardo swiveled to the music’s rhythm. Who does he think he is, Elvis?

The crowd hooted and clapped. Sylvia frowned, angry and disgusted, with him for being such a show-off and at herself for thinking he was sexy. She downed the rest of her drink, grabbed her white fox fur, and rushed out into the night.

The foggy air seeped over her warm body, cooling it. Milo opened the Rolls door for her, and she slid inside.

“Have fun?” He turned on the ignition and smiled at her in the rearview mirror.

“Guess so.” She didn’t want to talk about it. The Rolls climbed into the shrouded hills that matched her gloom. A crescent moon, like Ricardo’s scar, hung barely visible in the misty sky. She pulled off her pearls and clutched them. Then she closed her eyes and tried to banish Ricardo from her brain.

Once home, she mixed a Kahlúa and cream and carried it up to bed. She sipped it slowly, hoping it would calm her. But instead she grew hot, threw off the covers, and kept thinking of him. His dark slick-backed hair, shiny waist, and rhythmic dancing feet swirled in her mind.
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The next morning, Anne had another message from her mom. “I told Tootie and Pootie you’re probably moving home, and they’re so excited!” When Anne was a baby and had started to talk, she couldn’t pronounce Trudy, her father’s sister’s name, so she had called her “Aunt Tootie” instead, and the name stuck. A year later, Tootie gave birth to Prudence, and everyone called her “Pootie” for consistency.

Anne remembered her visit home last summer. As soon as she stepped off the plane at Saginaw Airport into the dreadful humidity, she felt like she’d landed on another planet. The sky was a pale blue, with not a cloud.

Aunt Tootie, cousin Pootie, and her mom held up signs that read, “Welcome Home, Artist.” Despite the heat, Anne enthusiastically hugged each in turn. In the parking lot, Pootie and Anne climbed in the backseat of the green Ford Fairlane, and her mom pulled out for the hour-and-a-half drive north.

“Sure you don’t wanna stop at the mall while we’re down here?” Pootie teased.

“Very funny.” Anne shoved her cousin’s arm. Most girls, while growing up, tired of the Oscoda Walmart, would beg their parents to take them down to the Penney’s or Target in the big city. But not Anne; she would only wear clothes she found at Second Chances Thrift Shop on Main. No wonder no one had ever asked her to prom.

Heading toward the highway, they drove by an empty industrial park and a neighborhood that had every other house boarded up.

Tootie, riding shotgun, asked, “Sold any art lately?”

Anne shook her head. “I hear you’re having a drought.”

“Did you know Jimmy Johnson moved back to Oscoda?” Her mom glanced at Anne in the rearview mirror.

“Who’s he?”

“You know, Jennifer Collin’s cousin by marriage. He had moved to Florida but now says ‘There’s no place like home.’ Brought a new wife with him. She’s smitten with the mitten now too.” Her mom held up her hand to show the shape of Michigan.

The women continued to gab nonstop. They passed the Au Gres Marina and Campground, where Anne lost her virginity to Danny Murphy from college after consuming a box of wine. A smooth Lake Huron appeared on the right, and the rhythm of the car made Anne drowsy. “Are we there yet?” She yawned and nodded off.

“Wake up!” Pootie yelled, and she shoved Anne’s arm. She opened her eyes just in time to see a great blue heron stretch out its question mark-shaped neck as it flew overhead. The two girls used to sit on the dock for hours just hoping for a glimpse of one.

“Look, there’s even a Mexico restaurant in Tawas now,” her mom pointed out.

“Cuatrooo Amigooos,” Trudy read. “What’s that mean?”

Anne grinned. “Four friends.”

Soon they passed Tootie and Pootie’s house, and then, two doors down, the car pulled into the drive of the yellow house, the only one on the street not white. A sign in front on the browned-out lawn read, Avon’s Skin-So-Soft Sold Here. The hydrangeas drooped, and even the maple tree in front of Anne’s gable window looked thirsty.

“Supper in half an hour,” her mother called as Tootie followed her inside, the screen door slamming behind them. Anne put down her duffel bag and sat on the porch swing.

“Wanna go fish off the pier?” Pootie asked.

“It’s too hot.” Anne picked up an Avon brochure and used it as a fan.

“Let’s play rummy then.” Pootie sat across from her cousin and dealt the cards. “Who are you seeing?”

“A guy named Karl. He runs a family hardware store. How about you?”

“Nope, nobody,” Pootie sighed.

Anne felt sorry for her cousin. She’d never had a boyfriend.

After a while, Aunt Tootie yelled from the kitchen, “Come and get it, or we’ll feed it to the hogs!”

Plates filled with steak, potatoes, and corn on the cob were set up on TV trays in the living room. Anne ate her corn and picked at the mashed potatoes, avoiding the meat. She didn’t want to remind them she didn’t eat meat because she knew they would tease her.

They watched an episode of Anne’s least favorite show, The Bachelor, until a Brian’s Heating and Air Conditioning ad cut in. It was the same cheesy ad that had run on television for years but had been reshot with Brian, instead of his father, Brian Senior. Brian’s familiar deep voice resonated: “One hundred degrees and your air conditioner broke down? Don’t start cryin’. Just call Brian.” He looked even better now than the last time she had seen him five years before—his smile wide and his arm muscles expanded under the company T-shirt. Seeing him up on the screen, Anne felt the same tough yearning she had in high school. Not even Pootie had known how she had felt about him.

“Boy, that Brian is such a hunk!” Pootie cried.

Anne nodded. “Is he married yet?” She squinted to see if he had on a ring.

“No.” Aunt Tootie shook her head.

“Maybe he’s gay.”

“Mother!” Anne had never gotten those vibes from him.

Her mother defended herself. “I heard it directly from his own mother. Gwen Youngman, their neighbor, said that his mother said that she’s frustrated because he never takes anyone out.”

“Maybe he’s just shy.” Pootie picked up an Avon sample, squirted out some lotion, and rubbed it on her thin legs.

Aunt Tootie smiled at her daughter. “Yes. He might be a late bloomer like somebody else we know.”

“He did take Jessica Jones to senior prom.” Anne had been heartbroken he hadn’t asked her. She had thought maybe he would because he always said hello to her in the hallway when passing by.

“Only because she called him.” Pootie handed the lotion to her cousin.

Anne hadn’t heard that. “If he were gay, he would have moved out of town by now.” She dabbed some lotion in her hand and sniffed the orange scent.

Anne’s mom shook her head. “Oh no. He needs to take over the family business.”

Yes, no known gays in Oscoda. Unlike San Francisco, Oscoda was all white. No ethnic flavors here, no Latinos or Chinese. Except maybe Sue Ellen Eigner—she always bragged about being a quarter Native American. Which might have been true, with her shiny dark hair and eyes.

“Let’s go home, Pootie. I have to get up early for the parade.” Aunt Tootie leaned over and kissed the top of Anne’s head. “It’s great to have you here.”

Anne and her mother cleaned up the dinner mess and then climbed the stairs to their own rooms. Even though it was nine o’clock, it wasn’t quite dark yet, and Anne, still on California time, found it impossible to sleep. She began to clean out a junk drawer and picked up the “magic wand” Aunt Tootie had given her for her fifth birthday. Anne ran her fingers over the plastic star. She had loved that wand and had used it to cast spells—for it to stop raining so she could go out to play, for Nana’s cough to go away (it worked for awhile), and for Daddy to come back from Iraq. He did come back, but in a wooden box with the red, white, and blue flag draped over it. God must not have understood her magic prayers, and from then on, she tried hard not to wish for anything too much, or it might come true but in the wrong way.

As the casket was lowered into the ground at the cemetery, her mother had held her so tight that Anne could barely breathe. Tootie sobbed also, having lost her own brother, and she told Anne, “Your Daddy’s in a better place now.” But Anne had known the truth. He was in the box underground in the dirt. How could that be a better place?

She now waved the wand and wished to make enough money to be able to stay in California. She loved her family and home but never felt as if she quite belonged.

The next morning, Pootie called upstairs, “Ready?” No one in Oscoda ever locked their doors.
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