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Chapter One

My grandmothers’ faces look out from behind the screened porch cautiously, like two nuns ready to leap back into their old habits.

“Oh dag, kind! Dag!”

“Dag Marget!”

Whatever has been happening inside, whatever tables have been lifted off their legs, cups and spoons floated around the room, cards shuffled of their own accord, or secret knowledges exchanged, my grandmothers settle them down again and come out, smiling, with upturned hands to greet me, into the Northern California sunlight that turns the dust on their skins a faint, sparkling orange.

“Dag Gerda! Dag Fan!”

I kiss them, tasting the familiar chemical mixture of salt and powder on their cheeks. My grandmothers’ faces are soft and folding, like fallen peaches. Their fists, hardened with age, push me up onto the porch and inside the house, their knuckles digging sharply between my shoulder blades. My grandmothers like to show their strength these days. They push and slap and poke, as if to say, Hey you, you are young, you are flexible, you can still take whatever we have left to give out to you. Gerda doesn’t push as much as Fan, because Gerda is older and so much the stronger of the two of them. It’s Fanny who has always had to push to be felt, to be heard, because Gerda can be so overpowering.

Gerda is using a cane to walk around now. She’s short, hunched, and has the look of an old fighter. She stands as if she’s hanging a little underneath her clothing: a man’s shirt over polyester pants. She smiles at me from under her curled black hair, out from under the bridge of her painted eyebrows, while Fanny, in her gilded Indonesian kabaya, stands taller, thinner, slightly faded behind her.

Fanny was the great beauty between them. Her moon face is still held up by high cheekbones. Gerda’s face is plain and flat. Her cane is the excuse I’ve used to come out here.

“Sit down,” Gerda says briskly. “Fanny will go bring us some coffee.”

In the living room things appear to be in their usual places. In front of the pulled curtains sit their prim Danish loveseat and chairs, wooden-armed and elbowing, brought over from Holland long after the war. Above the television hangs an old clock, pointed around the edges like a compass or star. Some of Corinne’s cheap brass candlesticks scale from small to large on the false brick mantel. Dusty bottles of airplane liquor crowd the rollaway bar. Only a few gleams of elegance are left: a gold wall lizard, called a tjitjak, a lucky charm, gift from my mother brought back from Indonesia after one of her many travels; and a few watercolors and sketches done by Gerda’s dead husband. Palazzi in Venice. A spired church in The Hague. They hover, unsure of themselves in their American home.

My other grandmother comes in from the kitchen on geisha steps. Her batik rustles softly as she walks. Floating in front of her are the translucent cups and saucers that are so like her. Fragile. Egg-thin. She sets them down, fills them with java, then sits back beside Gerda inside the loveseat. Fanny’s eyes are watery, sleepy with age. But she smiles at me, because she is glad to see me. Or at least she might be, if I could ever see anything behind the veil of those dreamy looks.

“So,” Gerda says, slurping her coffee, the china dwarfed in her creased hand. “Drink.”

*

My mother called me last week from her hotel in Belgium.

“Gerda wants to have it done,” she repeated distractedly. (The connection was good that day; her voice sounded close, brittle.) “The procedure,” she hurried. “That thing, that replacement surgery she’s been wanting. I told her, What do you want to go and put yourself through all that pain for? What are you thinking you’ll still do? Wimbledon? But of course there’s no talking to her.”

Mama sighed as though exhausted—a sign she was getting ready to avoid strain. “We can’t leave Fan alone like that while Gerda’s in the hospital, Marget. You know what Fan is, she’s just—helpless. If anything happens—if anything happens, she won’t be able to go on. And then you know someone has to watch out for Corinne. You know how she’s always snooping around, looking over their things, like she can’t wait to get Gerda out of the way. Your father and I are going to be out here for at least another two months…. So what do you think, hon? Can you go, when your season is over? Can you go out, and have a look at them? I hate to interrupt your life this way, I’m sure you have big plans—but can you get a flight out next week? La Guardia is best. And please don’t say anything about that I, that we, it’s just. You know. I’m getting vibrations. And hon. Please let us pay…?”

My mother’s concern had trailed off, reaching blindly. My near-sounding, distant mother is like a hand in the dark, groping to tie our loose ends. My mother is often away.

I hung up the telephone, stared at the walls of my apartment, and thought suddenly of my grandmothers. It was like coming upon an iceberg. Huge. Simple. I could see myself drifting along with them for a week, a month, aimless, spellbound, sharing with them their anonymous piece of California coast.

Sitting now beside them, with my battered flight bags piled in stumps around my knees, I can see how much I might be able to help them—how much my grandmothers might really need me. How busy they’ve been, applying pencil to their shrinking eyes! Curling their thinning hairdos, tightly, getting their lipsticks just right. My grandmothers are trying, they are staying. Even though they are hiding themselves, they are demanding something, they are making themselves plain, they want to be seen. All I have to do is notice them, and I can go unnoticed here myself.

My grandmothers look at me. East and West mingle in their faces: circle, conflict, dance, and merge. In Fan the effect is harmony. In her half-moon Indies eyes lurk melodies to charm the still, Dutch face. But in Gerda the Dutch and Javanese features war, turning flat, broad, plain, irreconcilable.

We sit and say nothing, sipping our coffees, facing each other like three pyramids searching our neighbors for cracks.




Chapter Two

I drop my bags upstairs in their guest bedroom.

On the wall above the bed are photos of each of the three of us. I nudge my suitcase aside and sit near the headboard, staring at my own image first. I can’t help it. I feel some distant responsibility for that gangling girl, seven years old, grimacing in her pale pink tutu. Her little eyes are so wide, her eyebrows so arched, her hair pulled back so tightly she could feel the skin giving way under her ears. My mother is in the next frame, posing at seventeen. Here she is a young woman I never knew, with a voluptuous body in a scoop-necked leotard.

Mama’s was a lovely arabesque.

Fanny stands alone in the last gilded frame, nearly naked underneath her Grecian costume. She trails a white scarf over one bony knee. Gerda took this picture in Holland after the war. You can see it: the affection in the angle. Very few pictures survive of my grandmother before then, few pictures, that is, of Fanny when she was young. I asked Gerda about it once, when Fan was out of the room. But Gerda had whispered only, “Well, and what? You don’t think they kept pictures for her, do you, in a terrible place like that?”

Across the hall is my grandmothers’ bedroom. Everything in it is open. It is Fan’s terrible fear of odors. The windows are flung wide, the chests, the sliding closet doors. I see neat double peaks of brassieres, folds of white underwear, shelves of shining purses over hangered rows of polyester pants. Gerda’s beige girdles, embarrassing for their size, hang to dry on a wooden rack beside the window. A breeze ruffles through the room. The girdles rise and fall, swinging like gates.

On one nightstand is a picture of Gerda’s dead husband, Rollie. Rollie sits astride a sweating black horse. A small Malay boy holds his bridle. Rollie’s face is blond and wan and damp under his pith helmet. He is young and handsome, already hollowed by his disease. He was a proper Dutch colonial. On Fanny’s side of the bed there are no pictures of a husband, only a miniature Swiss grandfather clock ticking faintly, like a watch. No place there for him, for Han, for the young man who abandoned her and my baby mother all those years ago to join, of all things (Mama used to hiss the word), a circus.

Now I’m older I think I know how the old man must have felt. Wife and baby waiting for him, right after the long, terrible war. Right after the blood and muck of the Burmese jungles, right after the years of sweat and labor, and then, when it’s all over, and you suddenly find yourself free…

Now my grandfather lives in Johannesburg. He has servants again, and an Afrikaner wife. He sends letters to me once a month. He seems quite happy.

Growing up, I didn’t think it was anything special that my grandmothers slept together. It was only, after all, what all adults did, and what children were sometimes allowed to do, for practice. Then, when I grew old enough to imagine such things but still young enough to ask, my mother had explained to me, surprised, looking up from the giant green parrot she sat embroidering. “You have to remember, Marget, they were just two lonely women, by themselves, when they were younger. And it was during the Second World War, and the men were gone, and they didn’t have anybody to rely on. So they were afraid. They kept together for comfort. That’s all.”

I understood. I understand. In my family, we don’t like to name things. We prefer to keep them hidden, cocooned, folded away in shut drawers. Even today I don’t believe in that story of loneliness—that story that Gerda and Fan were two unlucky old maids. I can’t believe love is only a long, secret fear. Only an accident that hits you and tars you together.

*

Perhaps, if I tiptoe carefully downstairs, I can catch my grandmothers as they really must be when they’re alone, whirling things in the air of a room without me.

Downstairs, my grandmothers sit quietly together, side by side on the Danish loveseat. They are watching television, and don’t even seem to notice each other. A tennis match is on—Gerda’s sport. She turns her flat, quarrelsome face toward me and smiles.

“Sit down, kind, sit down!” Her Dutch accent is slurred and hard and rich. She beats a warm place for me on the chair beside them.

Fan turns beautiful sleepy eyes to me, and smiles.

“Poof! Look at that!” Gerda jerks a blunt finger toward the television. “That woman is afraid to come up to the net. She is afraid to come up to the net! You can’t be afraid, I tell you. It’s stupid. Stupid! Look, toch, that’s why I miss my girl, that’s why I miss my Chrissie Evert so much. Did you see that? You stupid Italian! You deserved that! Ha! Well, nobody can beat Martina. Nobody has her speed. But still. You have to be a little more aggressive, I think.

“So!” she says again, when she has finished with the set and can give her full attention to me, beaming. “How are you now, kind? Everything is good upstairs? Fan makes everything good? Ja. You look real, real good. What do you think, Fan? Ja? No. You are too thin, she says. I think so too. Maybe they like you to dance too hard out there.”

Fan nods her head as if in time to music. Fanny is my real grandmother, my mother’s mother. She isn’t a forceful or vocal person, and only smiles her place in most conversations, so that sometimes I’ve had to pretend I have Gerda’s blood pumping in my veins, powerful, noisy, hard to overlook. “What do you eat?” Gerda asks curiously, looking at my stomach.

“The usual. Candy bars. Coca-Cola. Potato chips.”

“Hmph! Not funny. And not enough, I think. You look pale, kind. And hungry. How old are you?”

“Twenty-two.” It feels so shallow. Like one of those chafing dishes you might have gotten at a bridal shower.

“Ha!” Gerda laughs, rocking back on the loveseat and gripping her swollen knees. “Ja. That is a good age! I remember that age. You feel strong. You begin to know yourself, to feel yourself, almost. You begin to feel your power. Hey?” I nod. Gerda is eighty-one. She’s hard to resist.

“Fan!” she shouts. “Hey, Fan! Why don’t you go now and get us some cookies?”

My grandmother rises and slips wordlessly to the kitchen.

“So then,” Gerda continues. “You tell me about your trip.”

She leans forward on her cane, listening attentively, like a bat, absorbing me with every line in her silver-haired face. Fan patters softly in the kitchen, in the background.

“Like a shadow!” My mother used to throw up her hands, disgusted.

After a minute I can feel the strain in my throat. The slight pull and tear as I speak. I notice this painful tugging whenever I’m around them. But I recognize it: I’m shouting so Fanny can hear me.

She comes in finally, smiling, balancing a plate of fresh butter cookies in her hands.

“Eat eat eat!” she sings. Her voice is high, fluted. 

“So,” Gerda says again, waiting for Fanny to sit beside her and to fold her magnetic fingers, quietly. “When did you talk to your mama last? I don’t understand. I don’t know exactly what she is doing over there. Why are your parents now in Brussels?”

“Antwerp!” My grandmother pokes Gerda in the ribs.

“Antwerp! What are they buying now?”

“Daddy’s looking into a moving company. A Belgian one.”

Gerda frowns.

“Nee. I tell you what, kind. Your parents are getting too rich. It’s too many houses, too many cars, too much business. Bah! If you’re not careful it will all fall on top of you, like in the Indies. It’s dangerous. And then also,” she switches to her professional tone, “it isn’t always so good for the taxes.”

She studies her thumbs, knocking them together like hammers.

“What kind of a company, you say?”

“Moving company. Moving things. They want to ship containers, all over the world. Daddy thinks it goes with his warehouses. Mama is looking at a place in France, she wants to buy an old farmhouse or something. Anyway,” I rush on when I see their blank expressions, “they’re just waiting until everything gets settled. That’s all.” I take a cookie, but can’t bring myself to bite into it.

My grandmothers sit looking into me, helpless. It’s as though they’re trying to reach her, through me.

“What! A moving company? They should, the way they are always moving. Dallas. Nairobi. Now Brussels. Bah! What did we do to her, I should like to know, that she always has to be going so far away from us? We gave her everything, I tell you. Like Corinne. And now she doesn’t come to see us. All this moving around. It’s ridiculous. I shouldn’t like it.”

“But how are you?” I smile at both of them, to change the subject. “You both look good!”

Gerda looks at me sharply.

“What does she tell you, your mama?”

Fan leans and pinches me above the knee. Hard.

“She wanted me to help you out for your operation. But I told her there was nothing to worry about. I told her I didn’t think you needed my help.”

“That’s right!” Gerda turns to my grandmother. “Tell this old one here that, too! I know exactly what I’m doing. I don’t need help! It’s only ridiculous for me, this pain. It’s stupid, this going around like a cripple. I’m not ninety yet.” She shakes her butter cookie at us, like a talisman.

“The doctors can fix almost anything you ask. It’s really wonderful, Marget. My doctor is going to give me all new knees, made of steel. He says there will be no problem, only they will have to be careful for the—how do you say?—the anesthesia. Bah!” She turns again to Fan. “You wait until I am finished. Then you will see.”

“Oh, Vent.” My grandmother frowns, using her pet name for Gerda. “Ik…ik weet het niet.”

“What do you mean you don’t know? I know. Go now, and make us some dinner. Marget, you come into the backyard. I want to show you my roses.”

*

She unlocks the sliding patio door and sets it carefully aside. Gerda seems to feel she must watch her strength or risk tearing the house down.

Their garden is meager, depressing, especially in comparison to the one they kept back in the old house, the big house—back when they lived in the valley, back when everything that was Gerda’s and Fan’s was as huge and ordered and bordered as a country that flew its own flag.

Now Gerda’s neighbors crowd around her with swing sets and sagging fences and rusting basketball poles and hairy, unmanaged pines. She has just enough room for the one bank of enormous, radiant roses, bending, drooping, nearly toppling from their own weight. I finger their white and yellow and red petticoats.

Gerda bends carefully on her cane, to fill her face with one of them.

“Ah!” she breathes.

“They’re gorgeous, Gerda. Just beautiful.”

“Ja, bedankt. See over here my apple. Small but good, very tasty.” She pulls a young pippin from the tree.

“Did you plant those there, or did they just come up?”

“What? Oh. The little blue flowers. No, I don’t know. They just came to me. On the wind. When anything comes to me that way, you know, I keep it. I take care of it.” She turns, squinting, to look at the house.

“So what were you dancing before you came here?” she asks.

“Giselle” I answer too quickly.

“Ah! I know that one.” She nods. “Where the girls who die of their broken hearts come back to dance their young men to death, at night. Ha! It’s a good one. We also had such ghost stories, in my youth. Are you the star, then, of this ballet?”

“No, no.” It would have been nice. Giselle goes stark raving mad at the end of Act One, pulling her hair out. She accuses the man who has deceived her, waving his sword at him, then has a heart attack and drops dead. No more problems.

“You still like dancing,” Gerda says certainly.

“Of course.”

This isn’t exactly untrue. You do something long enough, it gets inside you. Then it’s too late. It isn’t a question, anymore, of whether you love it.

“I made demi-soloist before I got—I made demi-soloist.”

“Hey, that’s good, isn’t it? Fan will be so happy. She loves your dancing, you know. She is just like you. We are so proud. We only wish that is what your mama could have done. But of course, it was impossible.”

We stare at our toes.

“It’s a hard life for a person, sometimes?”

“Yes.”

“I thought so much.”

She straightens her back and heaves and slaps me soundly across mine.

“Ha! I never went in for dancing myself, Marget. Fan tried to teach me. But I like sport better. No music. Just rhythm. Just—the body.”

Her eyes glitter.

“You still miss it, Gerda?”

“Oh, ja! Oh yes, yes. I played until I was in my forties, you know. In the Indies, at first. Tennis was a big game. But also in Holland, after the war. I loved it. I was what you would call a real, real amateur. I wouldn’t change that, you know, even though now—except I was born too soon—I could have made so much money. But these new people, these stars, I don’t know. Look at McEnroe. I don’t know if he loves the sport. It’s like a business to him. An advertisement. When you become a professional, something about you dies, I think. The love, maybe.”

Maybe Gerda is right. Maybe life isn’t all a mistake, at twenty-two, just because you stop loving the one thing you know how to do. But—how do you start over? Do you have to throw it all out with the bathwater? Because, at twenty-two, you have to wonder: how much will I have left?

“And you were a champion,” I prod, to keep her thinking about herself.

“Oh, yes. Yes! I was champion of the whole, whole, archipelago.” She breathes the word out. “I played with men, you know. I beat them. Have I told you about the general? The Japanese general who made me play for them, during the war?”

Good.

“With those flags,” she nods her head. “With those little yellow flags, blowing on the front of his car.”

She tucks the trunk of her arm more deeply into mine. We walk a few steps. Now I am safe. Now she no longer sees me.




Chapter Three

What I remember first is a man sitting very straight in a chair. Smoking a pipe. Biting down on it. His eyes are keen.

The head of this man, my grandfather, is bald, and spotted as if from the red pits of fallen berries. He wears a tweed coat, like an old British schoolmaster. He is turkey-chinned. He is sullen. He is old.

At the top of the chair, his armchair, around him, wrapping around him, is a cat. The cat is gray and white. The gray pattern of the chair is underneath the gray cat, and the white pattern of a square window rises behind the gray chair. My grandfather leans forward, rimmed in light, but doesn’t see me. I think this might be because he isn’t real. Probably I’ve simply pieced him together out of old dreams and talk and images from photo albums.

This man whom I see sitting in the chair is my father’s father. Not the father of my mother, not the man who left Fanny and my baby mother all those years ago to join, of all things, a circus. This is my other grandfather, the one who died of a heart attack soon after I was born. My grandmother, my father’s mother, survived him long enough to become another, more trustworthy memory. She too was stained like a cherry bowl around the ears, and also nearly bald; but her best feature was her double plate of false teeth, which she could slide out of her mouth and chatter like a pair of castanets in front of her face. It was horrible, this chattering, and I asked her to do it often. Then she died, and all her horribleness was lost to me. And so I had nothing more to do with my father’s family.

Next I am in my parents’ house. There is record music, waltzing. The trilling of pianos. And books, so many, reclining like the spines of old animals inside the shelves. Some had pictures, of white women with huge dresses like balloons and bare, snow-white arms and pointed, black-buckled slippers. Others housed kings and queens, collared, wearing dinner plates around their necks. Still others were filled with sad, ruined buildings made of stone, stone statues and faces and horses and men.

Often, after looking together into such terrible and beautiful books, which much later I learned were her favorite histories, my mother and I would sit together solemnly, patiently, and she would stare into some faraway place I couldn’t see. She would sit and stare over her coffee, her wrist over the open page, dreaming herself into those books.

In those days my parents hadn’t yet come across the fortune that would come to them years later. We lived in a modest, one-story California house of blue stucco; Mama stayed home with me during the day, while my father went into the city. On some days, for a treat, he took me in with him to see the tall black bank building where he worked. From his window I could see the traffic crawling in the street below us; if we turned and craned we could just catch a glimpse of the beautiful Golden Gate, resting one of its wings on a chunk of mountain. That high up I felt giddy, invincible. In the elevator going down I jumped and jumped, just to feel the carpeted floor giving out underneath me.
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