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MY LIFE IS A story of flights.

I wasn’t technically present for two of them, and they weren’t even of the airborne variety, but I count them anyway.

Two were with my mother.

Two others were over the ocean. All were short on planning and quite nerve-racking.

One made me think about death, and that was when I started to calm down.

The next to the last one: I was running, really, back to Ohio from a shitty London flat over a woodcutting shop where machines shrilled like the trussed characters in a typical X Publishing adult novel, of which I had copyedited hundreds. I was just in time for my birthday and another campus vigil. I was beat up, underfed, sexually exhausted, pornographically overwhelmed. I had been gone ten years. I had a perverted ex-boyfriend and a smoking habit to show for my time, and a friendship with Fiona, a feng shui consultant and breathing instructor who kept me centered and in cheap Silk Cut cigarettes. I was coming home to a grandmother I hadn’t spoken to since I’d left, a father I didn’t really know, and a brother who had fallen in love with a doll. The beginning of a new century (or the end of the old one?) was a hook trailing three perfect zeros—and we were still round with loss; we all led double lives.

I hugged Fiona good-bye when it was still dark, the windows facing the Gatwick observation deck dark mirrors showing more than I needed. The sky folded open with light as the plane took off and I thought of the photograph, the one that had followed me through childhood until I finally took flight number five to get away from it: my mother and I outside the Morris P. Alston education building moments after the bomb blast, me two years old that day and screaming in my mother’s thin arms, her hair tangled in my fist, the dark smudges of police uniforms in the background. She looks angry, or maybe just determined, and her free hand reaches into the air, as if trying to catch something outside the frame.

My father would never talk about the photograph, and my mother can’t now, having died drunk in a car accident the night she allowed me to start wearing mascara. I was thirteen. I’m thirty-two now, the age she was when she died, and every time I take a drink I still think about it, how I could get in a car and drive into my next life.

Fiona had instructions to take whatever of mine she wanted before the landlord padlocked my cramped, loud flat. I had also asked her to tell Terence that I’d had to leave on short notice—family issues, I asked her to explain—and that I didn’t expect to be back anytime soon. I told her to tell him I’d be in touch.

I pulled on my orange-and-brown-striped clown socks the attendant handed out, and thought of Terence and seven years—one year for each name letter, each stripe on each foot. I couldn’t have warned him that I was leaving. He was too persuasive, too good with the guilt trips; he would have talked me out of it. Even so, I worried for him as I watched an extra-long sunrise turn the Atlantic a sequiny brass, which reminded me of Terence’s favorite mirrored hip-huggers, and which got me wondering where he would go, at which point I had to remind myself that his father was a diplomat, and he had several houses to choose from. He should have been worrying about where you would go all this time, Merle, I told myself, scalding my tongue on the black water Virgin Airways calls coffee. I realized I was pinching the inside of my arm, a habit when I was worried. This kind of compulsiveness started with games every kid played, like skipping sidewalk cracks or breath-holding near graveyards, but somehow I’d never grown out of them. In fact, I had honed and perfected them so that they made a scary kind of sense to me. They were how I tried to correct a life filled with bad decisions. Most of my rituals focused on trying to avoid mishaps while using various forms of transportation; for example, I had to cross my fingers during flight takeoffs and landings. To keep myself from falling onto the tracks while boarding the Underground in London, I had to mouth “Mind the gap” along with the fatherly, firm voice on the speakers.

I could blame this on my family’s bad luck with transportation—my mother’s fatal car accident, my grandfather’s heartattack death on a tractor while harvesting the family corn crop when my father was eight. But really, it was because I had always been tense, even as a child, walking around with my shoulders crammed into my neck, second-guessing every smile—Are they laughing at me? I’d always wonder, no matter who it was. I had to admit that, at the age of thirty-two, after sampling a range of therapies—art therapy, aromatherapy, breathing exercises, crystals, meditation, good old-fashioned eighty-five-quid-per-hour therapy—the fact is, uptight was just who I was.

Terence would be fine, I told myself as I flipped through the in-flight magazine, in which a blind and deaf fifteen-year-old was interviewed after climbing Mount Everest and a supermodel insisted you could travel to the Bahamas with a swimsuit, wrap skirt, and scarf and come up with twenty different wardrobe combinations. Terence would slink like a cat through life, always composed, always true to himself alone. I would have to learn to shed my dog ways, my compulsive habits, my obsessive loyalties for people who didn’t extend the same concern for me. You’re going home to grow old alone, I told myself as the plane lowered into a cloud bank over New York.
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MY BROTHER, OLIN, would have offered to meet me in Cleveland and let me stay with him, but I couldn’t stand the thought of having him do either. I’d left housing issues to my father, who had found me an apartment recently vacated after the death of its occupant, a connection through his job at the Florence Department of Social Services. During most of the flight from New York, I closed my eyes and considered my pride, which allowed me to take free emergency housing rather than accept the hospitality of my only sibling. What it came down to, of course, was jealousy. Olin, now twenty-seven, had already made something of himself right out of college doing marketing, first and foremost for the guy who patented the naked Marilyn Monroe digital barbeque thermometer that sang “Happy Birthday, Mr. President” in a breathy voice when poked into beef, chicken, or pork at the correct temperature, bringing together elements men love: meat, fire, sex, gadgets. My brother sent me one after the product launch, a glitzy affair in Cleveland at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. The digital readout ran up Marilyn’s belly from just above the crotch to between the breasts like a brand. It was disconcerting, but popular, and my brother had found himself suddenly rich.

He spent it all on the basics—women, a big car—but that wasn’t the point. He’d been a success early in life, and hadn’t cared either way. When we were kids, he’d been the slightly overweight goof in school and I had been the one with promise, despite being prone to tantrums, but somehow things had changed, flipped in fact. It was right around the time I had switched my major for the fourth and final time, from psychology to English literature, and Olin had gotten a scholarship to Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, to major in sociology and long jumping, from which he still had an angular athlete’s build. He dropped out one semester short of graduation though, because he said he missed our hometown. He said it in a way that made it impossible for me to know if he was joking, his even-toothed smile glowing like our mother’. He didn’t seem to think he’d given anything up. After all, he still had the car.

Olin stuck around, went to clubs, dated. I left and got tied up a lot, staring at my thick white thighs, wondering how I was going to pay the rent while Terence talked dirty to me.

As we landed, I pulled out a lavender sachet from my carry-on, pressed it to my nose, crossed my fingers, and began the Walrus Belly breathing exercise Fiona had prescribed for calm during family gatherings: a slow, six-count inhale, four-count hold, and release in six short exhales. The woman in the seat next to me glanced over and drew her book closer to her chest. To each her own, I thought; she had laid out pictures of her twin Pekinese on both knees before takeoff. I closed my eyes and drew a red circle around my ambivalence toward my brother’s success. I slowly squeezed the circle with each breath, as Fiona had taught me, but I couldn’t make it disappear I tried again and again, while I waited for my bags, and while I alternately dozed and woke up panicking about right-hand side driving during the two-hour bus ride down to Florence.

It was dusk as we came into town from the north, passing the elementary school, the high school, then a left turn, crossing the bridge over the Cuyahoga River, really just a stream where we are, then through town and a stop at the newly built Florence College student union, a concrete box with slit windows like a fortress. I managed to talk a woman into driving me to Baden Lake Apartments, mysteriously named because there was no lake, where my father had found temporary housing after my hysterical phone call only two days before.

My father hadn’t asked me why I was coming, and it didn’t occur to either of us that I might stay at his house. We had talked maybe half a dozen times in the last ten years. I had no idea if things would improve between us, but I was tired of being alone in the world. I didn’t know what else to do except come home.

I dragged my two duffel bags along the grass-seamed side-walk just as it was getting dark. A streetlight popped on at the corner. Back when my childhood friend Tanya had lived with her divorced mother in the Baden Lake Apartments, they were a neat rectangle of red brick Monopoly houses with bright, white-trimmed windows. Now the brick looked bruised and crumpled, and the dark windows sagged in their sashes. I found the key in a white envelope in the rusted iron mailbox by the door, but when I pushed it in the lock, the door simply swung in, revealing a dark, empty room. I guess I had expected dark and empty, or maybe I hadn’t thought about what to expect, but the square, green shag-carpeted bareness shocked me. I found a wall switch, and the emptiness was starker still under the sharp light of one bulb that flickered on uncertainly in what would have been a living room if a couch or coffee table had given it any direction in life. I pulled my bags to the middle of the room, maybe to hold the floor in place, unrolled my sleeping bag in between them, and immediately fell asleep.

The next morning I woke to a knock on the door. I sat up, heart pounding, and caught my foot in my sleeping bag as I tried to stand, tumbling onto my knees. I dragged myself to my feet, grabbed the metal safety railing next to the door—clearly the deceased former resident had been an elderly person, a woman, I thought, judging from the nose-itching smell of scented talcum powder. I threw open the door without considering the fact that I was only wearing a wife-beater undershirt and fuchsia peekaboo boxers, both of which I’d pulled out of my bags in the dark, and that no one besides my father and brother was supposed to know I was here.

Squinting into the light, I saw an old man, a shambles of a human—scruffy several-day beard, wrinkled trousers, and shoulders like a coat hanger under the untucked shirt, face obscuring the late morning sun, white hair a thorny halo.

“Yeah?” I said, trying to sound tougher than I felt.

“Harold Balch,” he said, extending a hand, head cocking like a worm-hunting bird to check out my shorts. “Your neighbor, at your service.”

I didn’t take the bony, knot-knuckled hand. “Look, Mr. Balch?” I paused, momentarily distracted by a swell of dizziness.

“Harold, please,” he rasped.

I pressed the side of my head to the metal edge of the door. I was exhausted, my bags slung like bodies in the empty living room, the only evidence of my existence. “Harold,” I continued. “This is not a good time, right now.”

His hand dropped against his skinny thigh and I felt mean, sociopathic. “Perhaps later?” I said.

“I only came over to say hello,” Harold said, shoving his hands easily into pockets that gaped under his cinched belt.

“I’m sorry, I’m—”

“And to see if you wanted to buy a gun.”

I looked back up at him—blue eyes like faded denim under bushy eyebrows, a red bulb nose. Thin, sincere, definitely-not-joking lips—the guy never had been a looker. “Jesus,” I said.

“He won’t help you, missy, ’til you’re dead. Before then I think a pretty single thing like yourself oughtta look into something simple, like a Special.”

I stared at him. “I’ll get a dog, thanks,” I said, pushing the door closed.

“Hey, I’ll be your watchdog,” he said through the crack. “Come by for a beer later?”

I shut the door, locked it, and leaned against it. I thought about the ride to the airport with Fiona, how at any point I could have turned back, could have done anything. Now I was stuck here, completely broke, lost, with gun-toting neighbors, after living for ten years in a country where people didn’t even have to worry about their dogs getting rabies. I could feel panic swelling in my rib cage; I started trying Walrus Belly again but then gave up. “Shit shit shit,” I said. “What am I doing here? What am I doing?” I sat down on the rectangle of linoleum marking the foyer area where probably the last tenant had put some nice little welcome mat with daisies. I rocked on my haunches, crying, the floor cold through my shorts, which were actually Terence’s; why I saved a thing of his I didn’t know, but impractical underwear was probably the most appropriate, considering. For years I had believed being with him had somehow made me more carefree, when in fact it had left me completely disoriented, like an actor playing the same role for too long, trying to remember how the real her ordered coffee, styled her hair, got home at night. I slumped against the wall, choking on each breath, sucking in air and snorting. Through my tears the walls seemed to melt onto the floor, the floor wavered, and I thought about the instability of everything and cried harder.

Finally my stomach was sore from heaving. I hauled myself to my feet, dug out a roll of toilet paper I had stolen from the woodcutting shop before I left, and stumbled to the bathroom. I blew my nose and came back to lie down in the middle of the bare living room, bags at my back, something poking me, perhaps a dildo. I’d meant to throw away all gifts from Terence; I imagined one of them leaping into my bag, a stowaway, a determined survivor, and my unwittingly marching it through every security checkpoint in London, New York, and Cleveland.

The thought made me feel strangely calm, and I let it wash over me as my breathing steadied. It was not such a great start to a homecoming. “God help me,” I sighed, even though I don’t believe in God, exactly; mostly I picture a drunk air-traffic controller who keeps letting planes smack together in the sky—Oops! Oops! he says. I thought of my father, of what he would say if he could see me at this moment. He would call me high strung. Theatrical, melodramatic. He began whipping out these terms like stun guns to neutralize me after my mother died. When I got upset because he wouldn’t let me go on dates, or kept my curfews earlier than prime-time TV, or grounded me for foul language, he got quiet and called me high strung. And because my mother was apparently high strung enough to drive at nearly a hundred miles an hour into a tree, I believed him.

Maybe my father decided I was high strung because I cried when I lost my hairbrush and he never cried, not even at age eight when his father had that fatal heart attack behind the steering column of a tractor with my father riding along. Not prone to panic even then, my father had the presence of mind to crawl between his father’s thighs and stand on the brake, guiding the rig to a stop before it ran into the irrigation ditch.

“Life isn’t perfect,” he would say, calm as a priest, while I held my breath or threw myself at walls. “You just have to stay the course.”

I dragged myself into the shower, dressed, smoked one of my last cigarettes, pulled my hair into a rubber-band ponytail, stuffed a pile of coins in my pocket—a mixture of quarters and quid, halfway worthless anywhere, totally appropriate currency for me—and started out the door. I didn’t bother to lock it.

Rubbing my eyes and cutting across the quad, I would have tripped over it if I hadn’t looked just in time: a hand-lettered sign stapled to a garden stake stabbed at an angle in the dew-damp ground. Thick, forward-leaning letters proclaiming:

ONCE THE TOOTHPASTE IS OUT OF THE TUBE, IT’S HARD TO GET IT BACK IN! HAROLD M. BALCH, URBAN PHILOSOPHER

I considered this. I wondered if I were being watched, not necessarily at that moment, but in a more universal sense, perhaps by ghosts—my mother, the talcum-scented former tenant of my apartment, old boyfriends—and Harold was their channeler. It seemed possible to me then, jet-lagged and displaced as I was, looking for explanations and willing to believe anything.
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EVERY FAMILY COLLECTS STORIES, like a string of watches flashed from a thief’s coat. So mine has the “only two dates before marriage” story, the “murderous grandfather” story, the “farm heart attack” story. And these are the ones we actually like to tell. Ones we don’t include, among others, are the “car accident” and “the bomb.”

In my first few weeks back in Florence, I quickly added to this dubious collection: “the in-flight proposal,” “the boy and his doll,” “the smell of sliced clouds,” and “the father who lived a double life.” It was my father I was thinking about as I walked down River Street, looking for a phone booth. The one in front of Jinx’s, where all the old men used to line up to place bets to their bookies during football season, was gone. Jinx’s had closed and now housed a tattoo parlor—where did all the old men hang out now? A house some friends of mine once lived in had become a bed-and-breakfast. Florence now had a day spa. River Street, which used to be grungy before grunge was in style, had gotten cute. Flowers grew in iron-circled plots around young trees lining the sidewalk. I was surprised to see that all the storefronts had matching awnings—that they even had awnings at all.

I found a phone down the street and dialed Olin, wondering if I should bother hooking up a phone for myself since I didn’t know anyone here anymore and bitching under my breath at the cost of a phone call here these days, thirty-five cents, what crap. The phone was ringing and I was nervous, thinking about all the reasons I had made up over the years not to come home—twisted ankles, muggings—though somehow the lies seemed to have come true.

“Hello?” I heard the familiar, slightly bewildered upswing on the o and was immediately annoyed.

“Olin, damn it,” I said. “It’s me.”

“Merle?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m in Florence.”

“Hey, that’s great! Dad told me you were coming. Maybe we could do dinner tonight? Wait, wait, hang on a minute.” I heard his voice catch as he shifted position, and then I heard a woman’s voice, not talking, but crying, screamy crying, the kind that doesn’t stop for a phone call. He cupped the phone and there was muffled conversation, calming on his end, choppy on her end, which I tried to understand but couldn’t.

“This a bad time?” I asked. I assumed he was having relationship problems, and I was relieved that at least I wasn’t the only one.

“No. Hey—you’re really here?” A door slammed and the woman’s voice was fainter, but still going strong.

I sighed. An old man wearing a rumpled suit stared at me as he passed by on a sputtering moped. I stared back. “Yes.”

“Can I call you back?”

I ignored this. “Listen, you got a car?”

“Oh, let’s see … yep!” he said, sarcastic.

“Meet me at the Iron.”

I hung up and walked down the street toward the Iron, which was open, according to a flickering green neon sign that stuttered BEER. The downtown was almost completely deserted. I was lurching every few steps, dizzy and jumpy. In spite of the eighteen hours of travel from the day before, I felt as if I had just appeared here, and the last ten years hadn’t happened. I felt stunned, out of sorts, and I was grateful for the basement-dark of the Iron, even with its sad, abandoned, Sunday-afternoon stillness. There was the wet, bitter smell of spilled beer and ashtrays, the echoey, oddly churchlike silence. The Iron had been my favorite bar in college, a firetrap with carving-scarred booths, a unisex bathroom known as the trough, and a front entrance that curved forward like the profile of an iron handle; hence the name. It was a dank, smelly place but it brought back good memories, of the days when I was on the dean’s list at Florence College, which meant I was smart; when I looked good in tight jeans and could stay awake past midnight, which meant I was fun; when I could buy a pitcher or two of beer, which meant I was rich.

It took Olin a couple of hours to show up, by which time I’d had three beers. It’s only the first beer that makes me feel guilty. Put simply, I feel I shouldn’t drink at all because my mother drank too much—as if my abstinence might lead to a kind of cosmic averaging that would bring her back, so that she could be sitting across from me right now, each of us enjoying a glass of wine perhaps. Except she hated bars, and as far as I could remember she wouldn’t even order a drink in a restaurant. She preferred to do her drinking at home, where she could keep going. In fact, drinking was how I told time. It started when my father came home from Social Services, where he got a job coordinating emergency housing after the college laid him off because he was married to an alleged campus agitator (more on this later). My mother would fix him a scotch and soda, and of course she’d have one, too. One drink each the entire evening, just a little more ice, then a little more scotch, with less and less soda. There was no binging, no screaming, no falling down, just a slow slide to nightfall, when, in my earliest memories, my father would help get me ready for bed because, as he would explain, my mother was so tired. She almost always fell asleep before I did.

But I have to admit: when I was little and my father tucked me into bed, I loved the sour sweet alcohol on his breath. It was part of him, and my mother too, like her White Shoulders perfume or the dye that turned her hair a bright chestnut once a month. I suppose with time she would have gotten worse—she would’ve gotten lost in town, left the fridge open, started fires. And I wondered if by drinking alone on a Sunday afternoon I was tempting the same fate—but of course that was such an American viewpoint. I mean, try drinking and driving in very tiny cars on skinny, busy highways with not very well enforced speed limits. It’s enough to make you love America for its safety, its sobriety, its railings, and wet-floor signs.

The door cracked and I looked up, expecting Olin. There was no one else in the bar except Angel, the bartender, who hadn’t recognized me, which didn’t really surprise me, and in fact was a comfort, considering the numbers of glassware and social taboos I had broken there. But instead of Olin I saw Watson Puckett and Ivy Penrod, my first lover and high school nemesis, respectively. They walked in with arms linked, not an easy job in the code-flouting narrow doorway of the Iron. They looked absolutely, tormentingly the same, both tall and willowy, Watson a little hairier than I remembered, Ivy a little bustier, both of them looking just in from sailing, walking Nautica adverts in white shorts and yellow and blue golf shirts. They ordered beers from Angel and took a booth across the bar. I positioned myself behind some obviously rotting support posts and tried not to attract attention.

I was scared that they would recognize me and scared too that they wouldn’t. I couldn’t figure what they were doing in a shabby bar like this on a Sunday afternoon; they seemed too bright, too crisp for the place. They radiated the social exclusivity that I imagine is common to all small towns, the way it’s just high school magnified: the rich kids go to college and become doctors and professors and the poor kids finish vo-ed and become hairdressers and mechanics, and the two groups don’t mix, except when the professor needs a haircut or the mechanic needs to go to the doctor. I didn’t fit in either group in school. I was overly competitive and needy with boys, and without a mother to advise me on things like hair and makeup, I went for big: glitter hair gel, heavy black eyeliner and lipstick, a sort of cross between Diana Ross and Joan Jett. I realize now I was trying to cover up my face entirely; the makeup was a ploy to distract people, a disguise. For the most part it worked—usually people looked at me and then quickly away, as if passing a wreck in their cars. It got me through the days.

But things changed when I started going out with Watson Puckett, my first and only boyfriend in high school and also the first boy I ever slept with—which is really not accurate because we never actually slept together. Our sex was sneaky by necessity—scraps of time in cars and parks and occasionally at one of our houses when no one else was home—it was quick and, looking back after eight years in the porn publishing industry, quite tame.

We met during the school drama teacher Mrs. Perelli’s ambitious production of The Seagull. He played the depressed, petulant playwright Konstantin and I was Nina, the shallow and tragic actress whose spirit is broken in the end. I loved that role, as if it could offer an explanation for the lack of focus or resolve that I already suspected was derailing me. Because Watson was six-four he got all the leading male roles, even though his blond hair stuck straight up no matter how much gel was applied to it, and he was so thin his clothes hung from his shoulders and hips like drapes. He was too shy to ask me out, but we managed to hook up after the cast party, our faces and clothes smeared with Max Factor cake makeup, and we went out for two years after that. I can still remember the soft pale skin of his chest against mine, the way his gray eyes narrowed in concentration as he struggled to put on a condom for the first time. And I remember how he looked the day we broke up while he was home from college for fall break, tears caught in his long pale eyelashes as he told me he was so sorry He felt guilty for hurting me, I knew even then. I was a senior in high school and already trying to figure out a way to escape. But I would end up going to Florence College with a scholarship, and it would be five more years before I left.

I watched Ivy and Watson from the corner of my eye as they leaned into each other, smiling and whispering. Ivy had never liked me, probably because I beat her out for roles in school plays. She was taller, slimmer, and better looking, with her ski-jump nose and flawless skin, but was bad on stage—flat, shaky voice and tense gestures, arms seemingly glued to her ribs. It wasn’t pretty.

While I would have liked to talk with Watson, the last thing I wanted was to have to get through a pretend conversation with Ivy—you know, the ones where the women nod and smile a lot and then make comments about each other afterward, as in, “She carries the extra weight well,” and “I always thought she was going to get her nose done.” I finished my beer and was about to make a break for it when the door opened and Olin walked in, white shirt like a spotlight, silk trousers swishing as he approached, looking past me in the gloom. I stood up and hugged him, placing him between me and Watson and Ivy, who had looked up when he came in.

“Hey, Merle—” Olin started to say, but I held a finger to my lips and he stopped.

“We gotta get out of here,” I whispered. I took his arm and tugged him toward the door and into the too-bright day.

“So you really are in the FBI,” Olin said. I ignored him. I was heading for the river park, where I had once spent many an evening, trying to score a nickel bag with Watson.

Olin followed until he saw me going for the muddy, steep trail zigzagged in the grass by years of drunks short-cutting to the tracks. “Hey, I’m not dressed for this. I just came from church!”

I spun to look at him at the mouth of the trail, nearly slipping. “You what?”

He smiled, shook his head at me. He was standing a few feet uphill from me, sun in his light brown hair. He was thicker at the shoulders and hips, but still lean, the breeze rippling his pants against muscled thighs. I remembered the woman crying in the background during our phone call and wanted to ask about it but decided against it.

“Fuck you,” I said, smiling. “Since when do you wear silk?”

“Since I found out it feels good.” He rolled his eyes and turned. “You hungry?”

I followed him into Fortuna’s, which didn’t feel safe, as it was practically next door to the Iron with a plate-glass store-front, near where Watson and Ivy still very likely lurked, but Olin insisted. When I was in high school Fortuna’s was a shabby, underground kind of place where shaved and leathered punks hunched over their sandwiches and smoked cigarettes while eating, a talent I never mastered. The sandwiches were prepared by young, similarly punky women who flinched whenever the owner, Mr. Fortuna, was around, as if he might box their ears for putting a sweet pickle with a Reuben when it was clear a Reuben called for a sour crunchy pickle. Mr. Fortuna was serious about sandwiches, and Fortuna’s was a serious place. Now there were airbrushed posters of Elvis, James Dean, and Marilyn Monroe in a neat row behind the long prep counter, the tables and chairs sported matching cherry red covers, and the menu was short, with no complicated combinations likely to stump the unsophisticated sandwich customer. Fortuna’s had gotten cute. I shook my head.

Olin saluted the Marilyn Monroe poster and ordered two meatball sandwiches and lemonades.

“Since when do you go ordering for people without asking what they want?” I muttered as the order was rung up by a skinny blond girl with a nose ring. The girl radiated a heroin calm, and there was no Mr. Fortuna hovering near the meat chunks.

I led the way to a table partially hidden by a large fern, plant life also being a new idea at Fortuna’s as far as I could recall. “Ah, the Fortuna meatball special. How did you know I was craving this?” I said. But secretly I was glad he had ordered for me. It made me feel taken care of and, after the last few weeks I’d had, I needed it.

“It’s time you ate a good meal,” Olin said in a stern voice that I knew was meant to emulate Dad. Then, “Have you seen Ernest yet?”

I couldn’t remember when we’d gotten in the habit of calling our father by his first name. It made me think of him as a kid with a high shiny forehead and a squinty careful smile in old photographs. “Nope, but he got me a place to stay,” I said. “Things happened kind of fast.”

Olin bit into his sandwich and nodded. “So what brings you back to the center of the revolution?” he asked, a reference to the Morris P. Alston building bombing, with which my mother and I had been associated ever since that unlucky photograph when I was two.

I snorted on a gulp of lemonade, took my time swallowing. I had asked my father to let Olin know I was coming, but neither of them knew about Terence and the swinging ferry incident, which had been a contributing factor to my last-minute flight; only Fiona knew that. “I’m not at liberty to say,” I said, affecting my best West London accent.

“Aw, come on.”

“Nope, you don’t have clearance. So how’s work?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Oh … well, I’m kind of in between jobs right now,” he said. But then he brightened. “I’m thinking I’ll go into comedy.”

“Ofay,” I said, chewing.

“No, I mean it. I’m serious,” Olin said. “Former adman trades tag lines for gag lines; gets funny.”

I wanted to ask him how he was living without any income, where he was living, if Ernest knew. Then I had to smile at how I’d fallen right back into playing big sister when I was in exactly the same position as Olin—worse, because it terrified me and didn’t seem to bother him in the least.

“You think that’s funny?” Olin said, thinking I was laughing at the adman line. “Maybe I could use that. The advertising thing could be my shtick. What do you think?” He pulled a pen from his pocket and scribbled a few words on a napkin.

I was about to say he couldn’t really be serious, but his eyes were wide, sincere. “I think you’ll be great,” I said.

Just then Watson and Ivy strolled by, holding hands. I leaned back to hide behind the fern and Olin turned and craned his neck to look. “Jesus Christ,” I said. “Could you be more obvious?”

“Who are they?”

“That’s Watson Puckett. Remember?”

“Your old squeeze?”

I nodded. “And Ivy Penrod.” They passed, laughing, all white teeth and highlights.

“Man, I remember I wanted to take sailing lessons to be like Watson when you guys were a thing,” Olin said. He had a good memory; Watson and his father were into sailing. In fact, he had tried to imitate every guy I went on a date with before I left Florence, sometimes with disastrous results. For example, there was George, who made sculptures out of old musical instruments and a blowtorch. Olin was a freshman in the high school band then, and he had experimented on his saxophone—a low point in his relationship with Dad. I was glad he had gotten over the copycat phase by the time Terence came along. Of course, he had never met Terence, and it was just as well.

We dumped our trash, stacked the red plastic sandwich baskets and headed out in the opposite direction of Watson and Ivy. “I gotta call Dad,” I said, stopping at the pay phone.

“Here, use my cell,” Olin said, slipping a slim piece of black plastic from his pocket and handing it to me.

“Oh, my. Do they want you that bad?”

He laughed as I tried to figure out how to dial the number and then finally gave up and let him do it. My father picked up on the first ring.

“Well, I made it. Wanna meet up tonight?” I said.

There was a pause, the whisper of him releasing a breath. “Oh, Merle. Right. I got us a table at the Depot. Seven-thirty.”

Neither of us said anything for a moment. A breeze blew in the receiver and I heard an ocean, wind over a field. “I’ll see you there,” I said.

“Lettie’s coming, too, by the way.”

“What? Wait a minute.”

“Don’t you want to see your own grandmother? I think you owe it to her,” my father said.

“I don’t need you to tell me—”

The line squeaked, the connection ended. And then, a feeling I thought I had long since packed away: a tightening in the chest that had been an early signal of adolescent anger at my father, how he kept scores, made demands. His operating procedure had always been to fling quiet accusations of selfishness and melodrama at me like nets over a duped criminal, followed by white-knuckled trips to Lettie’s house, where he left me when he had given up entirely, Olin in the backseat trying to act as if we were just on a rather high-speed Sunday drive. This was the extent of my father’s anger, taking corners too fast in his eagerness to get away from me for a while. Do something with her, he used to say to Lettie.

Meaning, Make her more like me.

I’d planned to see Lettie when I was ready, but I didn’t feel close to ready yet. I could refuse to go to dinner, of course. But then, why would I have come all this way just to stay away? My father had me, and he knew it. I snapped the phone closed, handed it back to Olin. “Lettie’s coming,” I said. I wanted to cry, and Olin could see it in my face. He put his arm around me; I leaned my head against his shoulder. I had forgotten how tall he was. Even though he had been the only one to visit me in London—twice, once when he graduated from high school and then once again after he finished college—somehow he had shrunk in my mind over the years, back to the boy he had been long before I left. I inhaled the bleachy smell of his shirt.

“How is she these days, anyway?” I asked.

“A little looped. But mean as ever.”

I laughed, blinking back tears. I was worn out, boozy and stuffed from the beer and subs, nervous about the evening to come. Olin led me to his black Bronco, one of those hulking sport utility vehicles that were all over the place, Americans having apparently decided to drive around in their houses to avoid the curb-to-door commute. The Bronco was five or six years old and looked saggy and tired now, a holdover from his thermometer days. We took off, heading north. I watched the rows of narrow-windowed houses pass, the sunlight blinking through the trees. I didn’t ask where we were going.

I had missed Lettie more than anyone, even Olin. She was my father’s mother, the one who had told me that my father had never cried, not since the day he brought the tractor to a stop by standing on the brake between his dead father’s legs, that and many other stories, even the ones that hurt tó hear. My memories of her were physical—the frayed hem of the blue jeans she always wore, the rough edges of the straw hats she hung in the hall, the soft, raised green-blue veins on the backs of her hands. She had taken care of me when my mother died and I had a nervous breakdown, mascara all over my face like a bottle of ink. She had told me all the family stories except one. And so she was the one I had blamed the most—even more than my father—for letting me believe she had shared everything she knew about my mother, Joanie, the night-shift motel worker turned hippie turned alcoholic. My father was tight-lipped by nature, but I had trusted Lettie to give me the full picture, to layer in the details I wouldn’t be able to make sense of otherwise, a human Shakespearian aside.

It’s true that I fell in love with the love of my parents, even though it was failed and tragic. In fact, maybe the failure made the falling even easier. I knew every story Lettie told about them by heart. I had added my own details over time. I hadn’t talked to her for ten years.
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IN 1966, Ernest Winslow was twenty-three years old. Having spent his life on a farm, he became attracted to the idea of making buildings because he wanted to create something that would stand for more than a season; something that could be added to, improved upon. Corn and wheat demanded a constant starting over, constant prayers for survival; he suspected praying and farming would never be enough. He began to dream of amphitheaters, cathedrals, and arcades—not just the buildings themselves but the structures within, what held them together and lifted them to the sky: flying buttresses, pre-cast, post-tension concrete systems—the stuff of skyscrapers. He began sending out applications like seeds he hoped would take root. He chose Panhandle A&M in Goodwell, Oklahoma, because he felt he needed a change of landscape to open his mind. When he told his mother of his plans, worried that she’d be angry with him for leaving her alone on the farm—he’d always been a little afraid of her, the way she cursed at the hired hands and smoked like a man—she surprised him by buying him a two-hundred-dollar car, and he drove halfway across the country to become an engineer.

My mother, Joanie Madison, was barely seventeen and had graduated a year early from high school in Guymon, up the road a razor-straight ten miles from Goodwell. She was driving to Goodwell twice a week to take two art courses at Panhandle A&M and was working the graveyard shift in the Star-Lite Motel owned by her parents near the Pioneer Rodeo Arena on Twelfth and Sunset. She had grown up around cheating businessmen, crying whores, drunk cowboys demanding a room with not enough cash in their smashed hands. She was unimpressed by the posturing or threats of men. But she was not prepared for Ernest Winslow, who with his Buddy Holly glasses and ill-fitting clothing and purposeful plans for the future of America’s cities, awakened in her a sense of possibility, of great change.

Ernest knocked on the glass front door of the Star-Lite at four in the morning, looking for a cup of coffee. He had driven to Guymon from Goodwell, where everything was closed, because he didn’t want to go home to the hunched bungalow he was renting with its tiny windows and bare rooms. He had been up for two nights in the studio, gluing tiny pieces of white board together for a model due that day. Some of the glue had gotten into his hair, clumping it into horns at his temples. He reeked of cigarette smoke, as it was part of his student persona to smoke heavily while pulling all-nighters. He’d left the studio when his friend Hall McLendon, who had also been up for two days, tripped and fell on his own project, which had been drying on the floor near the open windows. Hall had picked up his crushed model and smiled like a small child or perhaps more like a mental patient upon realizing that he had destroyed twenty hours of work. He tucked it under one arm and ran to the far end of the studio. “Go long!” he screamed at Ernest.

Ernest ran toward the door, caught the spinning model, sailed it back to Hall, and ran out of the door before Hall could pass it back, leaving him shrieking “What a catch! What a catch!”

Ernest was nervous and he couldn’t quite get his eyes to focus. He was no longer sure what he was doing there at all; he was already in danger of flunking all of his courses, tacking with his portfolio to get home every day through a heavy, dry wind, staring at a garage-sale television set that didn’t clear no matter how many beer cans he balanced on it, while tumble-weeds and other debris slapped at his door. The plains beyond his square patchy yard yawned into the white horizon. He needed sleep but he decided to find some coffee instead.

Then he saw Joanie sitting at the front desk and forgot about the coffee. My mother was not just beautiful. She was striking, in the sense that people were struck still by her, men and women alike, but she didn’t seem to know it. She was as direct and economical in her actions as a harassed editor perpetually on deadline.

So, when Ernest knocked on the glass front door, it being locked after midnight, she slapped her book on a table, kicked her feet down from the shelf behind the counter where she always propped them, stood up as if she had ten customers in line, all of them cussing at her, and walked in an almost-run to the front door. For the few seconds it took her to cross the lobby, Ernest had the opportunity to observe how her reddish brown hair shone against her shoulders and her dark eyes glistened like lakes at night, and how she was biting her bottom lip as if concentrating on some problem. She wore a lime green A-line dress that she had made for herself that day and sandals tied with matching ribbons around her slim ankles.
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