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University of Oklahoma Police Department
Case no: 03-84-0884


CODE: 2811       CRIME: LOST/MISSING       CLASS: PERSON
DATE REPORTED: 03/26/84       VICTIM: Lauck, Bryan Joseph
OCCUPATION: Student       RACE/SEX: C/M


DESCRIBE: Reported that victim was missing; further investigation showed that victim had taken a firearm from the room.


NARRATIVE: Reported that victim had not come to work and could not be located. Victim’s roommate stated he had not seen victim since Wed., 3/21, or Thurs., 3/22. He also stated that victim’s bicycle, a red 10-speed, was missing from the room, but none of the victim’s personal possessions had been taken, including clothes, checkbook, etc. Victim’s roommate also reports a Smith and Wesson revolver was missing from the bottom drawer of the roommate’s dresser. The weapon was kept, against OU student code regulations, in a shoulder holster rig in a drawer. Weapon was not loaded. Roommate stated that only the victim and a subject across the hall knew of the weapon. Roommate is certain that the victim took the weapon but not the ammunition, which roommate still has stored in a metal Band-Aid box.Victim was planning to enter the U.S. Army as a warrant officer to begin helicopter flight training.

Further, it was found that both the victim’s natural parents were deceased and that the victim previously lived with an uncle.

Spoke with a Father Thomas Briller of the Church of the Magdalene in Tulsa, OK. Father Briller stated the victim is a pleasant person but moody at times.

Spoke with a subject known as “Angie,” in California, and she identifies herself as a cousin of the victim. She says victim is known for severe episodes of depression.
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PART ONE


RENO








ONE


RENO, NEVADA   MAY 1975




The bus pulls into the Reno terminal and I hold the dirty duffel bag in my lap. People stand on the sidewalk and all the faces are just faces with eyes that don’t look for me.

Inside my chest is a heavy alone feeling. Maybe no one will be here for me. I get off the bus and look around and my eyes stop on Grandpa Ed, Daddy’s daddy.

“There she is,” Grandpa yells.

I squeeze my fingers around the bag strap and walk until we are face to face, me small, him tall. Grandpa has his hands fisted on his hips like he has something to say but he just looks at me and shakes his head.

“Well, give your old Grandpa a hug,” he says, kneeling down, arms wide.

I drop my bag and hug around his neck, the smell of coffee mixed with peppermint. He’s just like I remember—round cheeks, wide nose, white hair, and bushy white eyebrows. Grandpa laughs deep and warm against my face and stops hugging first.

“My goodness,” he says, hands on the top of my shoulders, holding me back, “you’re a young lady now.”

My throat hurts, a lumpy kind of hurt and I smile and nod since I don’t know what else to do. My arms and body still feel Grandpa’s hug. I wish I was still hugging him.

I look at my tennis shoes with the hole worn through that shows my big toe and the silver key for the pink trunk is tucked safe under the laces.

Grandpa picks up my duffel bag and stands up then. “Is this all you brought with you?”

“No,” I say. “My trunk is under the bus.”

“Under the bus?”

A man unloads suitcases and boxes on the sidewalk.

“There,” I say.

My trunk is pink and silver with flecks of gray and inside is everything I could fit. There are the wedding photos of Momma and Daddy, her pearls and wedding ring, stuff from my princess bedroom and my books.

I run up the sidewalk, pat the side of the trunk and it makes the solid sound of something packed tight. I put my hands on the black handle and lift, cool metal against my legs. The trunk is heavy but it’s not too heavy to carry.

“Hey now,” Grandpa says, “don’t go and break your back.”

“I can do it,” I say. “I’ve done it a hundred times.”

Grandpa moves his golf hat around on his head.

“That may be so, Jennifer Lauck,” Grandpa says, “but you put that darn thing down and let me get it for you.”

It’s funny how he says my whole name, all serious, and I roll my lips together to keep from smiling. Grandpa bends, puts his hand on the black trunk handle and lifts like it’s going to be easy.

“Be careful,” I say. “It’s heavy.”

He makes a deep grunt sound and lets go of the trunk, stands straight, hands pushed into the low part of his back. He looks at me, at the trunk, and then laughs out loud.

“You’re right,” Grandpa says. “It is heavy.”

Maybe it’s the way he says those words, so surprised, maybe it’s how he looks at me like I’m crazy for trying to carry the trunk myself or maybe it’s how long it’s been since I’ve seen him and how good it is to know he’s here. I can’t help but laugh at Grandpa and the two of us laugh so hard right there in the Reno bus terminal, I think I am going to cry.




Reno air is so hot, it’s like being slapped across the face and it is this dusty color, not brown, not gray, but in-between with the lightest shade of green from the sagebrush bushes that grow everywhere.

Grandpa and me ride in his big car called a Tornado. Grandpa says he just had it painted to match his golf cart back home. He calls the color metallic green.

The air conditioner is on full blast and the smell of the air is wet and cold.

I look out the window at everything, the wide blue of the sky, the sagebrush, the flasher signs with the names of casinos in bright lights. COME TO THE MAPES, WIN AT THE NUGGET.

I know I’m here, but I can still feel L.A. in my body, dirty pavement under my feet, homeless people holding up their cups and asking for a nickel and in my stomach, that hungry feeling that never goes away.

I can still see Deb with her green cat eyes and her angles and edges and I can still hear her kids laughing and calling me names, happy I was finally leaving.

I rub my hand over the goose bumps on my arm and look over at where Grandpa sits. He wears wrap-around dark glasses that go over his regular glasses and they make him look like a superhero. While he drives out of the bus station, he asks about the bus ride, did I meet anyone, if I ate. I tell him the bus ride was boring, no one sat next to me, and I ate a whole roll of hard cherry candies I bought when we stopped in Fresno.

Grandpa laughs when I say that about the hard cherry candies and it’s nice to make him laugh. He drives under this big arch that says RENO in big letters and under reads THE BIGGEST LITTLE CITY IN THE WORLD. Grandpa stops at a red light and then looks over at me again, a funny tilt to his head.

“I’m just trying to remember the last time I saw you,” he says. “Was it ’71?”

In the reflection of his wrap-around shades, I can see myself shrug my shoulders.

“It couldn’t have been that long ago,” he says, rubbing his hand over his face and then pinching his wide nose. “Maybe ’73?”

“I don’t know,” I say, tucking a bit of hair behind my ear.

“Hmm,” he says, both hands on the steering wheel, lower lip pushed out, face set to thinking.

This is something grown-ups do, using the years to remember, but I don’t think about time that way.

Time is the last big thing that happened, how it was L.A. this morning, one-way ticket and twenty bucks in my hand, good luck and good-bye.

“No, no,” Grandpa says, “I think it was ’74.”

How I rode from L.A. to Fresno without anyone sitting in the seat next to me. In Fresno, I got off the bus, looked over the desert, and thought I could just walk down the road and disappear into that empty wavy space of heat on asphalt.

“ ’72?” Grandpa says, talking to the windshield.

How I got on the bus instead, hard cherry candies in my hand, nineteen dollars and some change in my back pocket.

“It had to be ’72,” Grandpa says. “The year your dad married Deb.”

I kick my foot up and down on the floor mat.

“What?”

“The last time I saw you,” Grandpa says. “1972, the house in Fountain Valley.”

The light changes from red to green and Grandpa makes a left onto the freeway.

“That’s it,” Grandpa says, “I’m sure of it.”




The only sound is the fan blowing cold air and out the window, Reno slips by at sixty miles an hour, sagebrush and blue sky. The air in the car is cold and I squeeze my arms around myself.

Grandpa’s seat is adjusted so he sits straight up and close to the steering wheel, those funny glasses on his face. He looks down my way, smile on his face, and I see myself bite my lip.

“Something on your mind?” he says.

“I was just wondering,” I say.

“What, honey?” he says, leaning toward me like he can’t hear.

I sit up in the seat and clear my throat.

“What’s going to happen now?”

“Oh,” he says, leaning back to normal sitting, eyes out on the road.

“I’m going to take you home to Grandma,” he says, “and then, well, we’ll just have to see.”

“See about what?” I say.

“Oh, this and that,” he says, head side to side, “complicated things you don’t have to worry about.”

“Is Bryan there?” I say.

“At the trailer? No, no, he’s over in Carson with Georgia and Chuck for a bit, but not for long.”

“Why not for long?” I say.

Grandpa smiles then, something about that smile that makes me think of Daddy. He puts his hand on my leg, pat-pat the way grown-ups do.

“I forgot that about you,” he says.

“What?”

“You like to ask questions,” he says.

I bite the edge of my thumb, that soft spot past the nail, and look out at Reno again. It’s true about the questions; Deb used to say I ask too many questions but I can’t help it. Questions are like air, always there, even when you don’t stop to notice.

Grandpa gets off the freeway, drives up a long road and ahead of us are rows and rows of mobile homes, metal siding shining under the sun. We go past the sign that says WELCOME and then up another hill past a pool so blue compared to all the dusty brown. Grandpa says the pool is for residents and their families, says I can swim whenever I want.

“You do know how to swim, don’t you?” he says.

I watch out the window until I can’t see the pool anymore and then shift in my seat.

“I can hold my breath under water for three whole minutes,” I say.

Grandpa nods like that makes sense.

“That could come in handy,” he says.

He makes a hand-over-hand tight turn, goes past one, two, three trailers. At number four, he makes another hand-overhand turn, moves his big car in a narrow spot next to his golf cart painted metallic green.

He turns the Tornado off, says he’ll bring in my trunk later, says to be careful getting out.

“Don’t want to ding the paint,” Grandpa says.

I twist to the side, slip myself between car and golf cart, shut the door extra careful.

“Is that my little girl?” a voice says. When I look up, Grandma stands on their porch wearing a long dress, fabric like I imagine Hawaii, flowers of pink and green and purple. She reaches out, loose skin trembling under her arms, and one hand holds a thin brown cigarette.

“Come here and give Grandma a big hug,” she says.

I scoot sideways between the car and cart until I reach the chain-link fence and the gate. I push the latch up and swing the chain link gate open.

She’s older than I remember, shoulders more sloped, more lines on her face, but the rest of her is about the same, white hair cut short like a man’s, glasses on her face, bright blue eyes.

Grandma puts her arms around me and presses her cheek to mine. Her body feels so soft it’s like hugging too hard would hug her apart so I keep myself to myself, my hands patting through her dress to the softness of her body.

She sets me back then and holds my face between her hands. The skin on her fingers is dry rice paper and I can feel the cigarette filter on my cheek.

“After all these years,” she says, “as pretty as a picture.”

“Doesn’t she look great?” Grandpa says.

“She looks great,” Grandma says.

“Hasn’t she gotten tall?” Grandpa says.

“She is so  tall,” Grandma says. “What are you, eleven now?”

“Twelve,” I say.

“You can’t be twelve,” Grandma says.

“It’s true,” I say.

She laughs a deep laugh that sounds rough, lets go of my face and puts the thin brown cigarette between her lips.

Grandpa comes up the steps, holds my bag out to me.

“We were just trying to figure out when we last saw this one,” Grandpa says, winking like we have a secret. “Got it down to ’72.”

“That can’t be,” Grandma says, head back to blow a line of smoke up.

I take my bag from Grandpa, put it over my shoulder. He pulls open the screen and then pushes open the front door, the two of them debating the whole thing again.

“They were in that Fountain Valley house,” Grandpa says. “We had a barbeque.”

“I don’t remember any barbeque, Ed,” she says, going in first, one hand holding up her dress, bare feet under.

Grandpa waves me in and inside is a cool green world— green plaid sofa, two green Barcaloungers, and a shiny green globe lamp on a table between. It’s green carpet, green paneling and green plastic plants in green pots.

“It was the year he married that Deb,” Grandpa says, closing the door on the hot Reno day. “I’m sure of it.”

“Deb!” Grandma says, hand waving over her head, cigarette ash floating off the end of her cigarette and down to the carpet. “Worst mistake he ever made.”

“Now, Maggie,” Grandpa says, one hand to my shoulder, shaking his head on something.

She picks up an ashtray, jabs out her cigarette, mouth set up mad, pink color from her lipstick in the lines around her mouth.

“Your grandma is a little peeved at Deb right now,” Grandpa says.

I look at Grandpa, at Grandma.

“It’s okay,” I say, “I’m always mad at her.”

They both look at me, no expressions on their faces, and past that is surprise in their eyes like I’m not quite what they expected.

Grandma sets her ashtray down.

“Let me get a better look at you,” she says and reaches one hand out, palm under my chin and fingers on the bones of my jaw to my ears. She moves my face side to side and her hand smells like cigarettes, coffee, and some kind of medicine.

Anyone else tried to touch me this way, I’d kick them in the leg, but she’s held my face before; I can feel the memory of it under my skin. It’s the memory of people who’ve known you always, even though you haven’t seen them in a long time.

I hold my breath, arms against my sides, and wait.

“Well, one thing is clear,” she says, letting go of my face just as quick as she got ahold of it. “You are too skinny, you need a bath, and your hair needs a trim.”

I touch my fingers to the side of my face, just under my ear, the feel of her hand still on my skin, and I almost laugh out loud since technically, those are three things.

Grandpa puts his hand on my back, pats one time, and winks.

“See,” he says, “Grandma is going to have you shipshape in no time.”

After that, Grandma goes off to the kitchen to fix martinis for them, ginger ale for me, and Grandpa shows me to the guest room, where the fold-out sofa is already made into a bed.

“Just make yourself comfortable,” Grandpa says.

The end of the fold-out bed is against a green desk and on top of the desk is a bunch of golf stuff. There are a handful of white wooden tees, white golf balls, and a tiny gold trophy with the words HOLE IN ONE on the metal tag.

I come all the way into the guest room and set my bag on the floor.

“What’s that mean?” I say. “ ‘Hole in one’?”

Grandpa takes off his golf cap, bald on top with some white hair around his ears and the back of his head.

“In golf,” he says, “you get so many hits to put your ball in the hole—usually takes three or four—but a hole in one means you did it in just one.”

Grandpa sits down on the edge of the fold-out and tosses his cap next to the trophy.

“It’s an accomplishment,” he says, “like bowling a perfect match or winning a race.”

“Wow,” I say, hand cupped over the gold ball on top of the trophy, the cool metal against my hand, “congratulations.”

“It was a while back, but thanks,” he says. “I understand you have a few trophies yourself, for running, right?”

I sit down on the edge of the bed, close to Grandpa, my hands on the end of the fold-out mattress and there’s a strange feeling of how I know him but don’t know him at the same time.

“Sure,” I say, “but I never won first place or anything.”

“Your dad told us you were a good runner,” he says. “Olympic quality.”

I laugh out loud in the quiet room.

“I don’t think so,” I say. “Maybe Deb’s kids, but not me.”

“Hmm,” Grandpa says.

“Daddy was probably just being nice,” I say.

Grandpa is quiet for a second and then puts his arm around my back, hand squeezing my shoulder.

“But you did go out there and run?” he says.

“Sure,” I say.

“So you did your best?” Grandpa says.

I look up at his face, wide smile, wide nose, glasses with these gold metal frames.

I’m not sure I get what he means, “did my best.” I did what I was told but the whole time I hated it and when no one was watching, sometimes I even walked. I’d think doing your best would be doing something with your whole heart and soul but I don’t think that’s what Grandpa means.

He watches me, waiting, and I can see Daddy in the cinnamon spice color of his eyes.

“I guess I did my best,” I say, looking away from him.

Grandpa squeezes my shoulder again.

“That’s what counts,” he says.

Down the hall is the sound of ice against glass, and Grandpa’s eyes search past me.

“Cocktails,” Grandma calls to us.

Grandpa clears his throat, fist to his mouth.

“Well,” he says, “I could use a drink. How about you?”

“Sure,” I say. “Why not?”




Cocktail hour is really an hour and a half that starts at four with Merv Griffin and ends at five-thirty after the news.

Merv Griffin interviews a hoochie-coochie singer named Charo and she shakes her shoulders and laughs with her head way back so you can see all of her neck.

Grandma sits in her chair, a glass full of ice and two olives on a toothpick balanced on her lap.

“She’s a wild one,” Grandma says.

Grandpa sits in his chair too and reads a golf magazine. He looks around the side of the magazine to see the television.

My ginger ale is in a tall glass with a bunch of yellow stripes and I tilt the glass side to side ice clink sound against glass. Grandma has a plate of crackers and cheese set between her and Grandpa. I have my own plate, and it’s on the long coffee table in front of the green plaid sofa.

I act like I know all about cocktail hour and crackers with cheese and Merv Griffin. I sip my ginger ale and on the TV is a commercial for Pepto-Bismol, pink stuff in a see-through stomach.

Grandma rattles the ice cubes in her glass.

“Refills!” Grandpa says.

My glass is still half full of soda and I hold it in both hands, the cool through my fingers.

“Need more ginger ale?” Grandpa says.

“No,” I say. “Thanks.”

“So polite,” Grandma says.

“Very polite,” Grandpa says.

Grandma looks at me and the light from the green globe lamp shines off her glasses. She claps her hands and the sound snaps me to sit straight on the sofa.

“So,” Grandma says. “Tell me about you. Tell me everything.”

“Everything?” I say.

Grandpa comes back with the glasses filled again and two new olives in each glass.

“I think your grandma means,” he says, “tell us how you are doing, what you’ve been up to.”

He sets the martinis on the table between their big green chairs. On the TV is a commercial for crescent rolls, that puffy white guy with the little-kid voice.

Grandma sips her drink, Grandpa sits back down in his Barcalounger, and I don’t know if I should laugh or cry or what since all of this so different than what I’ve been up to.

I set my ginger ale on the special coaster Grandma put down just for my drink.

“Well, there’s been a lot going on,” I say.

Grandma watches me, Grandpa too, and I look down at my own hands as if they hold the version of things I want to talk about.

“Yep, there’s been a lot going on,” I say.

I look at her, at him, and tuck my hair behind my ears, clearing my throat.

“I’m just pretty tired right now, you know?” I say.

Grandma sets her drink down on the big table that separates their chairs and puts her hand over her heart.

“Of course you’re tired,” she says.

“Well sure,” Grandpa says. “You’ve had a heck of a day.”

The two of them look so serious and worried, and it’s been a long time since anyone has looked at me that way.

“You just set back and relax,” Grandma says, reaching for her cigarettes, shaking out a long brown one from her pack that says MORE on the outside. “We’ll have a nice dinner, get you off to bed and there will be plenty of time for chitchat later.”

“That’s a good idea, Maggie,” Grandpa says.

Merv Griffin comes on again and some singer is on the stage with a microphone in her hand singing, “My Eyes Adore You.”

“I love this song,” Grandma says, eyes going soft behind her glasses. Grandpa shoves back in his Barcalounger with a grunt and opens his golf magazine.




That night, after dinner, I’m tired but I can’t sleep, new place, new sounds, new smells. I lay in the back room on the fold-out bed and the sheets are cool and soft and smell like flowers. Grandma made me take a shower, told me to wash my hair two times and scrub everywhere else good with a washcloth.

My skin tingles from being so clean and my hair is softer than I knew it could be.

The curtains are open over the bed and moonlight is around the corners of the room, over the desk with its Hole in One trophy, the cushions from the sofa balanced in one corner and my pink trunk on its side in the other corner.

Grandpa brought that in after dinner, shouldering it down the narrow hallway to the back bedroom, knocking over pictures on the wall and scraping against the door frame on the way and Grandma warning him to be careful of his heart. He finally got the trunk into the room but had to push it upright and back into corner, saying it was such a tight fit that it might be a while before I could get inside.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t need to open it.”

“Aren’t your clothes in there?” Grandma said.

“No, no,” I said. “My stuff is in my bag, that trunk has other things in it, stuff from my bedroom—you know, lamps and books and my bedspread.”

Then, Grandma made me dump out all the clothes I did bring which added up to a couple of pairs of shorts, my long velvet skirt, and a few T-shirts, holes and stains and rips. That made Grandma angry with Deb all over again, asking what kind of mother sends a child off with no clothes.

I almost laughed out loud at the idea of Deb as my mother.

Deb was never my mother. She was mean to the core even back when she first married Daddy, just after Momma died. Deb just acted all sweet to Bryan and me in front of Daddy. After Daddy died, she was 100 percent mean. Deb told us Daddy’s death was his own fault, bad energy he brought on himself.

Not much later, she dumped me in a commune house—said it’s called survival; figure it out—and didn’t come back for almost a year.

One month ago, my fingers dirty from checking phone booths for extra change, Aunt Georgia and Uncle Charles, family from Momma’s side, showed up from Nevada and took both Bryan and me to their hotel. On that day, Deb showed up, screaming, “What the fuck is going on,” accusing Aunt Georgia and Uncle Charles of kidnapping even though technically that’s not what happened.

Bryan says Deb only kept us with her in California for the money that came every month, Social Security death benefits, and maybe the money ran out or it just wasn’t enough anymore. One thing I learned about Deb, there was never enough of anything for her.

She sent Bryan off first, and then it was me—pack your bags, one-way ticket and good-bye.




Far off, I hear the TV and the sound of Grandma and Grandpa’s voices talking quiet in the living room. Here in Reno, safe and clean and in the fold-out bed, Deb’s starting to fade away like a story you can close the book on, turn off the light, and, finally, go to sleep.


Each day with Grandma and Grandpa is about the same.

In the morning, Grandpa makes coffee in the Mr. Coffee machine and Grandma makes sourdough toast. Grandpa, Grandma and me sit in the living room, eat toast, and watch the Today Show.  Every half hour, the local weatherman cuts in to talk about Reno weather, saying it’s going to be hot and windy, which makes Grandpa happy. Hot and windy are perfect for a round of golf.

Grandpa plays golf every day.

On Tuesdays, I go with him, driving his cart up and down the path that runs along the course and after, we go to the grocery store to get eggs, milk, orange juice, and real butter. Grandpa always stops in the cookie aisle, lets me get whatever I want, and I always get the angel chocolate-chip cookies in the pink-and-white package.

After shopping, we drive to the liquor store and Grandpa buys one bottle of vodka and one jug of red wine and then we drive back to mobile home for cocktail hour that’s really an hour and a half.

On Thursday, he plays golf and after, takes Grandma and me to the library. She turns in her old books, soft-cover romance novels, and then checks out a bunch of new ones, enough to fill a grocery bag. I help pick a few based on the covers I like, mostly the ones where the lady and man are wrapped in each other’s arms so close you can’t tell where one begins and the other ends.

On the other days of the week, I stay at the mobile home with Grandma. In the mornings, she reads soft-cover romance novels and I watch television. At noon, it’s lunch, and after we eat, Grandma says I can have a couple of the angel chocolatechip cookies. When she isn’t looking, I end up taking more than two and push them into my pocket for later. In the afternoon, she reads some more and that’s when I walk down to the swimming pool.

Most days, it’s just me, the pool and the faraway sound of cars on the flat line of freeway in and out of Reno. I never swim, just sit on the pool edge, kick my feet in the water and eat my chocolate-chip cookies.

On Sundays, Grandma, Grandpa, and me spend the day together, going to the Catholic church where the pews are made of dark wood and there’s a pad you pull out for kneeling. I sit between Grandma and Grandpa with a prayer book on my lap and Grandpa points out what page we are on and what prayer we’re supposed to say. I keep my finger on the page, follow along, stand up, kneel, and sit down just the way everyone else does.

There’s lots of talk about God that I don’t understand but the music is nice and there is a time every Sunday when you get to ask God to forgive your sins. In my head, I always ask God to forgive me for taking the cookies but I wonder if He hears, if He’s up there at all.

I have all new clothes now, matching shorts and T-shirts, a great bathing suit that’s yellow and a lime green color, white buckle sandals, and a pair of tennis shoes without any holes in the toes that actually fit my feet. My long hair was cut at a beauty parlor, all one length to my chin, and since being in the sun by the pool every day, it’s even a lighter color of brown. I’ve been eating all the time too, breakfast, lunch, dinner, and then a bowl of ice cream after dinner. Grandpa says I eat like a horse; Grandma says I’m filling in.

It’s normal and it’s boring, but I like being here with them. Each day fades away what was before and when I close my eyes, Deb is finally gone. I can’t even remember what she looks like or the sound of her voice.

Instead, there’s a quiet and a calm in me, a slowing down, and I’m tired all the time. I fall asleep by the pool, take a nap in the afternoon, and always fall asleep on the sofa after dinner. Grandpa says I sleep like the dead, but Grandma says I must be catching up.




When it’s time for dinner, Grandpa always turns off the television and plugs in the electric fireplace, which is this hunk of white plastic molded to look like a mantel and bricks. Where there’s supposed to be a real fire, it’s a plastic log with a light behind, and the log squeaks as it turns around and around. After she puts the food on the table, Grandma always pulls open the sheers that hang over the big dining-room window and out that window is a pretty view of Reno that changes from day to night as we eat.

The three of us sit in the dining room with bowls of Grandma’s homemade chicken noodle soup. Grandpa sits at the head of the table, Grandma next to him, her back to the big window, and I sit across from her.

Grandpa puts his face over his bowl, steam on his glasses.

“Smells delicious, Maggie,” he says.

“You can’t get this out of a can,” she says.

The soup has celery, carrots, and chicken, and it does smell good, even if it’s strange to eat soup in the summer.

Grandma sips at her soup, eyes up to the ceiling.

“Needs more salt,” she says. “Hand me the salt, Ed.”

“I don’t think it needs more salt,” Grandpa says.

She sips again and moves it around in her mouth.

“No,” she says, “it definitely needs more salt.”

Grandpa moves like he’s going to get up but I get up first.

“I got it,” I say. “I’m closest to the kitchen.”

Grandpa nods at Grandma, she nods back at him, and I can feel them watch me. In the kitchen, the salt is over the stove. I take the shaker back to the dining room.

“Why, thank you, honey,” Grandma says.

“Sure,” I say.

“Jenny was a big help today,” Grandpa says. “She steers that old golf cart like a pro.”

Grandma shakes salt over her soup and puts the shaker down on the table.

“She did all the breakfast dishes for me this morning too,” Grandma says.

They say how I did this and did that, and I sip soup and listen, as if they are talking about someone else.

The sun goes behind the mountains, sends a pink color up to the bottom of the white clouds, and a few lights of the city start to sparkle.

Grandma sets her spoon in her bowl, and just like that, it’s quiet except the squeak of the log in the fake fireplace.

They look at me and I look at them, and all the quiet sends a bad feeling up the back of my neck.

“We thought you might like to see your brother,” Grandpa says. “What do you think of that?”

I hold extra still, spoon in my hand and over my soup.

I should have thought about Bryan before, but the truth is, I haven’t. Bryan is behind the tired feeling that’s in me all the time now, the memory of him not much better than Deb and her kids.

I put my spoon down in the soup, sit back in my chair, hands in my lap to the cloth napkin spread out over my legs.

Grandpa leans his elbows on the table and adjusts his glasses higher on his wide nose. “You haven’t said much about your brother since you got here,” Grandpa says. “Aren’t you kids very good friends?”

“Friends?” I say.

“Didn’t you do things together in California?” Grandma says. “Weren’t you close?”

Grandma’s dress has the kind of neck that shows part of her shoulders and her collarbones and I look at where her dress collar ends and her pale skin begins.

Up until now, they haven’t asked much about before and what I’ve told them is very little. I even made up a few things so they’d think everything was normal. They don’t need to know how I dropped out of school or begged on the streets for money or saw a homeless man jump in front of a bus. No one needs to know that stuff. They sure don’t need to know about Bryan and me, how he ended up siding with Deb’s kids and tormented me into crying more times than I can count.

Right now, I wish I could make up something nice to say about him, but I can’t.

I bite my lips together and look at my soup, just the soup.

“You haven’t really told us much about your time in California-with Deb and her children,” Grandpa says.

Grandma nods and frowns.

“We know some things,” Grandma says, “but you’ve told a very different story than what we heard from Georgia and Chuck, not that they are the most reliable people in the world.”

“Of course, Deb has her own version of things,” Grandpa says.

“Oh, Ed,” Grandma says, hand flat on the table between them, “we both know that woman is certifiable.”

Grandpa shakes his head at Grandma, Not now  in his eyes.

I look at Grandma, at Grandpa.

“You’ve been talking to Deb?” I say.

Grandma opens her mouth to say something and closes it again.

“Just a couple times, really,” Grandpa says. “She’s not the easiest person to talk to.”

All the calm and quiet of being here is gone, and in their place is a mess of the real past and the one I made up. I never thought about Aunt Georgia and Uncle Charles telling a different version of the story, I never thought about Deb having her story too.

I feel backed up in a corner, trapped and mixed up, the sting of tears in my eyes.

Grandma reaches across the table, squeezes her hand over mine.

“We know it’s hard, honey,” she says, “but if you tell us a few things, we can decide what to do.”

“Do what?” I say.

Grandpa takes his napkin off his lap, sets it on the table next to his bowl.

“Let’s put it this way,” he says. “We want to help you have a normal life.”

Grandma takes her hand off my hand and pushes her bowl of soup away.

“As normal as you can, considering,” she says.

“What Grandma is trying to say, honey,” Grandpa says, “is it’s up to us to find a home for you.”

“I don’t understand,” I say.

“What?” Grandma says.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I just thought, you know . . . Can’t I stay here?”

Grandma shakes her head, sad and slow.

“That’s what we were afraid of,” she says. “That you’d get the wrong idea.”

“Did I do something wrong?” I say.

Grandpa laughs, but the sound of his laugh isn’t right. “No,” he says, “you didn’t do anything wrong.”

“It’s just you need a family,” Grandma says, “you need young people.”

The log in the fake fireplace squeaks, and what’s left of the pink sunset is almost all gone now, a dark gray about to turn to night. Grandma and Grandpa talk then about the future, about stability, about options. Grandpa says Bryan and me might be better off apart since we’re not that close anyway. Grandma says I could go live with Auntie Carol except she’s getting a divorce from Uncle Bob. Grandpa says there’s Aunt Peggy and Uncle Dick and since they have a two-year-old daughter, I’d have a brand-new little sister to look after and grow up with. Grandpa says Bryan gets to decide since he’s 15 years old, but they have to decide for me since I’m so young.

The sound of their voices is just sound and I know the truth. All this was just pretend, too good to be true, and they don’t want me—they probably never did, not like I thought they did anyway.

I want to tell them I’ll try harder, do better, only I can’t through the tears that come up and out of me.

Grandma comes to my side of the table and puts her soft arm around my shoulders. I put my face into my hands and my shoulders shake under her arm.

“We know this is hard,” Grandma says. “You go ahead and cry.”

She pats my head, and Grandpa clears his throat.

“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” Grandma says.

“We had to tell her,” Grandpa says.

They talk like I’m not here at all and I take a deep breath and wipe my hands down my face. Grandma moves her hand into the pocket of her Hawaiian dress and pulls out a ball of tissue. She presses the tissue into my hand and I hold it in my fist.

Grandma and Grandpa look at me, eyes wide and worried.

“I’m sorry,” I say, sniffing.

“No, we’re sorry,” Grandma says, hands into her dress, wadding up the Hawaiian material and then letting it go again. I look up at her face, at her bright blue eyes.

“I don’t want to go anywhere else,” I say, new tears in my voice.

“We know,” Grandma says, patting my shoulder, and she looks over at Grandpa, tears in her eyes too. “We know, honey.”

“You’ve got to understand, Jenny,” Grandpa says, pressing his hand flat on the table, “we’re just trying to do what’s best for you.”

“That’s right,” Grandma says.

Grandpa waves his hand for her to sit down, but instead, she goes back to her chair, standing behind it with her hands on the back.

Out the window, Reno is dark now. The sunset is long gone and the white lights of the strip are like stars that have fallen to the ground.

“It’s hard now,” Grandpa says, “we know that, but you’ll see it’s going to be the best in the long run.”

“You’re going to be just fine,” Grandma says.

“That’s right,” Grandpa says, “you’re going to be just fine.”
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Aunt Peggy and Uncle Dick live in Black Sparks. Grandpa says Black Sparks is military housing.

“Is Uncle Dick in the military?”

“No,” Grandpa says. “He works for Sears.”

It’s quiet the way it gets when nothing makes sense, and out the window is Reno’s strange color of brown, sagebrush growing low over the open spaces of land. Cold air from the air conditioner blows in my face and my nose tingles like a sneeze.

Next to being with Deb again, if there is one place I do not want to be, it’s Aunt Peggy and Uncle Dick’s.

It’s not really Aunt Peggy who is the problem, it’s Uncle Dick.

Back, way back was a time I visited them with my cousins Tracy and Faith Ann. I don’t know if Aunt Peggy and Uncle Dick were married then, but we stayed with them a couple of days, and it seemed like Uncle Dick was about 10 feet tall with a loud voice and eyes that couldn’t see kids at all. He threatened to spank all of us with his belt if we got out of line and even though he didn’t do it, I was so glad to get away from him.

I didn’t see Uncle Dick again after that and only saw Aunt Peggy one other time, when she as was at Daddy’s funeral, her stomach huge since she was about to have a baby.

It figures I don’t get a choice and out of all the choices, I get the worst possible one. It figures Bryan gets a choice.

Grandpa takes the Black Sparks exit off the freeway, turns right to a winding road and then we’re in a neighborhood of small houses built close together. There are no trees here, no real bushes either, not even real lawns. It’s like a concrete world, yards filled with gray gravel, and if people have lawns, the grass is burned up a dry yellow.

“That’s their place on the right,” Grandpa says. “See?”

I lean against the seat belt to get a better look.

Army green.

Grandpa parks in the driveway behind a white van, the words SEARS AND ROEBUCK written on the back door.

The front door of their house opens and a poodle jumps off the porch and runs to the Tornado, like a bullet out of a gun.

“There’s Peg and Kimmy,” Grandpa says, hand wave, happy smile.

Aunt Peggy is out of the house, little kid on her hip and behind her Uncle Dick stays by the door, tall with dark hair.

Grandpa stops waving, stops smiling. “And there’s Dick.”

Grandpa parks in their driveway and I lean back in my seat.

“Well, Kiddo,” Grandpa says, “ready?”

I cross my arms over myself and tuck my chin to my chest. I’m on the wrong side of a fit, part of me about to beg him not to leave. I can see it too; I would cry and scream and bang my fists on the leather seats of the Tornado, and if that didn’t work, I could hold on to something and they’d have to drag me out.

“I don’t want to go here,” I say, voice low.

Grandpa takes a deep breath in and leans down to me.

“Now, we’ve talked all about this,” he says.

“I know,” I say.

“Just give them a chance,” he says. “They’re good people, young but good, and I know you’re going to like them a lot.”

I’ve already heard all about Aunt Peggy and Uncle Dick, all the good things, of course. Grandma says they are young people, in their twenties, just right for a fresh start. Grandpa says they are just thrilled to have me at their place, how they can’t wait for me to help around the house and with Kimmy, and blah, blah, blah.

“Come on—tell me you’ll try.”

Grandpa’s eyes, so much like my father’s, that color of spices all ground up. How I can I throw a fit when he looks at me with those eyes?

“Okay?” he says.

I nod okay, no words to say what I want to say.

“That’s my girl,” he says.

The dog jumps up against the car, wet nose on the outside of the window.

“That damn dog is going to scratch my paint,” Grandpa says.

He opens his door.

“Peg, watch the paint,” he yells.

“Sorry, Daddy,” Aunt Peggy says. “RC, get down right now. Bad dog, bad!”

From where I sit in the car, I just watch them together, Grandpa with a worried look on his face, rubbing his hand over the door of the Tornado, Aunt Peggy watching him, worried on her face too, and then Uncle Dick coming over to say the paint job looks good on the old car.

I take a deep breath, an idea that I could sink down and hide in here, but then door pulls open.

“She’s right here,” Grandpa says. “Come on out and say hi.”

Hot air rushes into the car and over my skin, and I look at all of them looking at me.

I get out of the car, the backs of my legs stuck to the green leather of the seat. I stick a smile on my face and say hello.

Aunt Peggy says hi, and Uncle Dick says hi too, looking me over at the same time.

The dog jumps inside the car and over the back seat.

“Darn it, Peg!” Grandpa says.

“Sorry, Daddy,” Aunt Peggy says. “RC, get out of there right now.”

The dog jumps out of the car and circles around my legs. It jumps up, paws on my legs.

“RC,” Aunt Peggy says, “down.”

“That’s okay,” I say.

Kneeling down, I pet the little gray dog between the ears.

“Why do you call her RC?” I say.

“For the cola,” Aunt Peggy says. “You know, RC cola?”

“Does she drink soda?” I say.

“Of course not,” Aunt Peggy says.

I look at the dog again, gray curly fur, pink stomach.

“RC is brown,” I say.

Aunt Peggy moves her head a little, maybe impatient.

“Uncle Dick likes to drink RC,” she says.

“Oh,” I say.

Grandpa juggles his keys around and clears his throat, says he has my things in the trunk of the Tornado, and Uncle Dick says he’ll come help get them out.

I stand up again. RC jumps up, wet nose into my leg.

Grandpa says he hates to leave but he’s got a one o’clock tee time; Uncle Dick says he understands.

“Kimmy,” Aunt Peggy says, “this is your cousin Jenny.”

Aunt Peggy puts Kimmy down, and Kimmy stands with her bare feet on the dead grass. “Can you say ‘Jenny’?” Aunt Peggy says. “Can you say, ‘Hi, cousin Jenny’?”

Kimmy opens her blue eyes so wide they look like they might pop out of her head and I laugh. Aunt Peggy looks at me like she doesn’t know why I’m laughing and I stop.

Kimmy steps away from Aunt Peggy and reaches to my hand. Her fingers are round and soft, a whisper of a touch on the back of my hand.

“Jen-ny,” Kimmy says.

Uncle Dick shoulders my trunk and Grandpa takes out my duffel bag, slams the trunk of the Tornado.

“Did you hear her say ‘Jenny’?” Aunt Peggy says.

“Sure did,” Grandpa says. He hands me my duffel bag and I put it over my shoulder.

“Did you hear that, Dick?” she says.

“Yeah, yeah,” he says. “This is heavy. Where do you want it?”

Aunt Peggy scoops up Kimmy, stands up again.

“Back bedroom,” she says.

Uncle Dick goes into the house with my trunk and Aunt Peggy kisses Kimmy and bounces her up and down. “What a smart girl with your words. Isn’t she smart, Daddy?”

Grandpa adjusts his golf cap on his head and nods.

“Sure is,” he says.

“You guys need to come out and have dinner sometime,” Aunt Peggy says.

“Yep, we should do that,” Grandpa says, rubbing his hand over his face, “but you know how busy we get.”

“Oh sure,” Aunt Peggy says.

It gets quiet between them, Grandpa looking at the ground, Aunt Peggy fussing with Kimmy on her hip.

When Uncle Dick comes back out, Grandpa acts like he’s in a big hurry to get going, looking at his watch, talking about his tee-off time. He kisses Aunt Peggy’s cheek, pats Kimmy, shakes Uncle Dick’s hand, and then tells me to be good.

Aunt Peggy, Kimmy, and Uncle Dick go up to their army green house, but I don’t. I stand on their dead lawn, my legs under me but not under me at the same time.

Grandpa pulls out of the driveway and shifts the gears around.

In my stomach I know I shouldn’t be here in Black Sparks with Aunt Peggy and Uncle Dick, I should be in the metallic green Tornado. It’s Tuesday, golf, the grocery store and then home for cocktail hour, dinner and ice cream while we watch TV.

Grandpa drives slow up the road, looking my way, his hand up in a wave.

I can’t smile or even wave back. From the middle of my chest is a pull where I’m running after him, arms waving and calling out, “please, don’t leave me here.”

“Come on, Jenny,” Aunt Peggy calls from the front door of their house. “Come on in.”

I look her way, all three of them on the porch, Kimmy on Aunt Peggy’s hip. I bite my lip and look after Grandpa again, but he’s gone.




Aunt Peggy and Uncle Dick’s house is a living room, dining room, kitchen, and a long hall to rooms I can’t see. The place is filled with frog decorations, ceramic frogs on the coffee table, frog place mats on the dining room table, a frog face painted on the backrest of Kimmy’s high chair.

I back up until I’m against a space between the wall and the front door. My leg presses against a pot with a green vine plant that grows up a tall stick, held in place with a wire trash-bag tie. In the dirt at the bottom of the plant is a glass frog with black eyes.

“Frog,” Kimmy says and points at her high chair.

Aunt Peggy slides Kimmy into the frog high chair, and on the tray is a cut-up sandwich.

Uncle Dick shuts the front door with a slam.

“I gotta get a move on, Peg,” Uncle Dick says.

He walks past me and goes into the kitchen. Aunt Peggy picks up a piece of sandwich and shoves it into Kimmy’s wideopen mouth.

“Daddy is such a grouch when he is hungry,” she says.

Uncle Dick stands in the doorway between dining room and the kitchen, a handful of chips in one hand and an RC cola in the other. He’s a big person but has a small head and small eyes set close in his face. I’m not sure what color his eyes are, maybe blue, like a gray blue. Uncle Dick blinks past me as if I’m not here at all.

“Peg,” Uncle Dick says, “I gotta fix a washer at one o’clock. Make me a sandwich.”

Aunt Peggy tips a Mickey Mouse Sippy cup to Kimmy.

“All right, Dick,” Aunt Peggy says. “Keep your pants on.”

Uncle Dick stuffs all the chips into his mouth and wipes his hand on the front of his pants.

“Chips,” Kimmy says, reaching out toward Uncle Dick.

“All gone,” Uncle Dick says through a mouthful.

“Chips, Momma,” Kimmy says, “chips.”

“Don’t tease, Dick,” Aunt Peggy says, “give her some chips.”

Uncle Dick laughs and drinks his soda. He looks at Kimmy and holds up his empty hand.

“All gone,” Uncle Dick says.

Kimmy screams so loud it’s the only sound, and when she stops, my ears still hear it.

“God damn it, Dick,” Aunt Peggy yells. “You really tick me off.”

A red stain of anger lifts up from Aunt Peggy’s neck, and without another word, she goes past Uncle Dick, gets chips for Kimmy, and makes a sandwich for him. Finally, the red is gone from her face and she remembers about me.

“Well, come on,” she says. “You can come in.”

I step from my spot against the wall, best behavior stiff, and adjust my bag on my shoulder.

“Are you hungry?” she says.

“No, I ate at Grandma’s,” I say. “Thank you.”

Uncle Dick sits in the living room with his lunch, chews his food and watches the television at the same time. He looks my way for a second, looks back at the television.

Aunt Peggy tugs her T-shirt down so it’s smoothed out and puts her arm in my direction.

“Want to see your room?” she says.

I bite my lip, looking at Uncle Dick over there on the sofa, at Aunt Peggy who is waiting.

“Sure,” I say.

“Okay,” Aunt Peggy says, big smile.

She leads the way and I follow up the narrow hall where she has some framed photos hung on one side. There’s a shot with Kimmy, bald head and a red dress, Uncle Dick in a military uniform and a hat way too big for his head, and then Aunt Peggy looking happy with long brown hair down her back like you’d see in a Breck shampoo advertisement.

Aunt Peggy walks ahead of me, hair in a ponytail now and she opens a door at the end of the hall.

“It’s not a big house,” she says, “but we have three bedrooms.”

Inside the room are bunk beds, a dresser, and a desk, all painted avocado green. My pink trunk is in the corner and the color of it is all wrong compared with the green.

Aunt Peggy goes to the window, pulls a string for the shades, a view of burned-up grass outside.

“You have a couple windows too,” Aunt Peggy says, “so you can see outside.”

I stand at the door and she goes to the closet, slides open the double door.

“There’s lots of space for clothes,” she says, “and anything else you want to put here.”

She slides the other closet door open, talks about extra pillows and blankets.

Grandma says that all of her daughters, Auntie Carol, Aunt Elizabeth, and Aunt Peggy, are girls with big bones and up close, it’s true. Aunt Peggy has wide shoulders, wide hips and her head is shaped almost like a man’s, wide at her jaw and forehead. It’s not like she’s fat or anything, she looks solid and steady and big. Big boned.

“You can just unpack your trunk whenever you want,” she says. “Put your things in the closet or even the dresser.”

I shift the duffel bag over my shoulder, come the rest of the way in the room to where my pink trunk is in the corner. I lean my hip against it, the cool of the metal on my leg.

“This stuff isn’t really unpacking stuff,” I say, “it’s more like books and photos.”

“Oh,” she says, “what kind of photos?”

“Just family things,” I say.

“Well,” she says, “maybe you’ll show me sometime.”

“Maybe,” I say, polite smile.

On her face are a pair of thick glasses and Aunt Peggy adjusts them, looking around.

“Well, that’s really about it,” she says. “Not much, but at least it’s private and quiet.”

“Thanks,” I say.

Aunt Peggy hugs herself tighter, one hand up and down on her arm, and then she tilts her head at me.

“You know,” she says, “you remind me of your mother.”

“I do?”

She nods, lips together.

No one has said that to me, not ever, and even though it’s probably the nicest thing a person could say, I know it’s not true. My mother was beautiful, perfect white skin, dark eyes, curly dark hair.

I lick my lips and clear my throat.

“You know I’m adopted,” I say.

“Oh sure,” Aunt Peggy says, waving her hand like flicking away a fly and tucking her arms over herself again. “Everyone knows that, but it doesn’t change how you were hers, does it?”

I stay extra still, the weight of my bag between my shoulders.

“We were good friends, you know,” Aunt Peggy says.

“Really?” I say.

“Oh sure,” she says, rolling one shoulder forward, like a shrug but not a shrug. “Well, I mean, she was quite a bit older, but I like to think she was my friend. She was such a good person.”

The look on Aunt Peggy’s face, the idea of my mother around us, and an old sadness lifts from the center of my body.

“Maybe you and I can be friends too,” Aunt Peggy says, “I hope so anyway.”

I look at Aunt Peggy, really look. I don’t want to like her, I don’t, but there’s something kind of nice about her, and maybe Grandpa is right, maybe I should at least give her a chance.

“Sure,” I say, “we can be friends. Why not?”




Black Sparks is on the edge of Reno, and out here, the wind blows dry, the sun burns hot, and if you were a bird flying over, you would not stop. There’s a park with a couple of wood picnic tables and some swings, but you won’t find a lot of trees, and there sure isn’t any shade.

Aunt Peggy says she’s a housewife and I guess that means she stays home all day.

In the morning, she makes breakfast for Uncle Dick and packs him a lunch in his black lunch box.

After he leaves, Aunt Peggy takes care of Kimmy, cleans the house, and talks about whatever she’s going to make for dinner.

“Tonight is taco night. Dick just loves tacos.”

“Tonight is Salisbury steak night. Dick just loves Salisbury steak.”

“Tonight is rigatoni night. Dick just loves rigatoni.”

You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure out Aunt Peggy is crazy about Uncle Dick—I mean head over heels. Dick this, Dick that. Whatever she sees in him, I sure can’t see.

When he comes home at night, Uncle Dick looks through me, and if he does put his attention my way, it’s to make me do something.

“Get me an ashtray.”

“Fill up my coffee cup.”

“Get me a new pack of cigarettes.”

Uncle Dick never says thank you and he calls me a no-neck.

“Get me my cigarettes, no-neck.”

“Wash the dishes, no-neck.”

“What are you looking at, no-neck?”

It’s like a nickname or something but it doesn’t make any sense. I do have a neck. And even if it is a joke, it’s just stupid.

Aunt Peggy says Uncle Dick is not as bad he seems, that’s he really a big teddy bear down deep and that’s what she loves about him, his soft side, but when he’s around, I keep my distance.

When he’s gone, I stay close to Aunt Peggy and do what she does. If she’s in the kitchen, I’m in the kitchen. If she watches TV, I watch TV. If she does housework, I help.

When we’re together like that, all day, every day, Aunt Peggy goes about her business of being a housewife and at the same time tells me her stories. Some are simple, stories like how she cut her leg real bad when she was skiing, how she was in a sorority called Tri-Delta in college and how she used to drive this little car called a Corvair. Her other stories aren’t so simple though, like the one about how she dropped out of college just shy of graduating to elope with Uncle Dick and that made Grandma and Grandpa so mad they didn’t talk to her for a whole year.

“Why?” I say.

“He was divorced,” she says, “and a Mormon.”

It turns out Uncle Dick has a bunch of kids from another marriage, kids he never sees since his first wife took off with them, and apparently, he didn’t graduate high school but has something called a GED. Grandma and Grandpa didn’t think Uncle Dick was good enough for Aunt Peggy, and when she talks about it, Aunt Peggy gets herself all fired up, angry even, a surprising kind of anger that slips out quick and then gets tucked away just as fast.

She tells more stories about herself after that, says she was something called a change-of-life baby, born at a time when there weren’t supposed to be any more babies.

“Your dad was 15 when I was born,” she says, “the same age I was when you were born.”

“Wow,” I say.

“Grandma and Grandpa were all done raising their kids,” she says, “and here I come.”

The angry edge to Aunt Peggy slips out with this story too, and she tells me how hard it was to grow up, all her sisters and brothers gone, her parents so much older, how sometimes she felt like she had more in common with the cleaning girl than anyone in her own family.

“Plus, I went through an awkward phase,” Aunt Peggy says.

“Awkward?”

“I was the chubby kid, bad skin, the works,” she says, an embarrassed look on her face and in her brown eyes.

“That’s why I loved your mom so much,” Aunt Peggy says. “She was interested in me, helped me with my clothes and hair, gave me advice.”

When we get to this part of the story, the part about her awkward age and my mother, we are outside in the afternoon sun, working on our tans.

Uncle Dick is at work.

Kimmy is down for her nap.

RC is off in the yard sniffing at the edge of the fence.

Aunt Peggy wears a blue-and-green-plaid bikini, lies stomach down on a white sheet she laid over the dead grass. I’m in my yellow-and-lime-green swimsuit, I lie stomach down too. I can feel the dead grass poke my skin through the sheet.

The suntanning spot is between the house and the garage, back door open so Aunt Peggy can hear Kimmy if she wakes up. There is a chain-link fence a little way off, and through the links is a view of the driveway, the front yard, and then the street.

Aunt Peggy says my mother gave the best advice on clothes that would slim her figure.

“Janet was so easy to talk to,” Aunt Peggy says, words against her arm. “I could just tell her anything.”

I lie like she does, arms crossed in front, my face against them. I kick my foot up and down, heel on my behind.

“She even threw me a sweet-sixteen birthday party.”

“What’s that?” I say.

“Oh, just this special party,” she says.

The afternoon wind blows hot and dry, and a shadow from the garage moves over the grass toward where we are.

Aunt Peggy talks about how she used to come over to the house on Mary Street to baby-sit Bryan when Momma was too sick to get out of bed.

I stop kicking my leg on my butt.

“When your mom got better and they adopted you, Janet was so excited,” Aunt Peggy says. “She sewed these little matching outfits for the two of you. I don’t think she even knew how to sew.”

She leans up on her elbow, takes off her sunglasses. Aunt Peggy without any glasses on her face looks different, pretty.

“You were a funny baby,” she says, “strong willed and always into everything, but sweet.”

She reaches across the sheet, taps her finger on the side of my leg, just at the edge of my bathing suit, and it tickles.

“You had this big birthmark on your behind,” she says, “it was shaped just like a strawberry.”

I twist myself a little, look down at that part of my leg.

“Really?”

“Yep,” she says, pulling her hand back, “and your mom loved to show your butt off to anyone who would look.”

My face gets hot all the way to my ears.

“Aunt Peggy!”

She rolls on her side then and the sound of her laugh is deep.

“Oh, that’s not all,” she says, shaking her head, ponytail bobbing around. “I’ll never forget this one time when you were two years old—I think two—and your mom had you in the bathroom on the potty chair, the kind that has a tray to hold you in.”

She moves her hands around in front of her in a circle.

“Like a high chair?” I say.

“Right,” she says.

RC sniffs over to the sheet and settles herself in front of Aunt Peggy, who starts to pet her curly gray fur.

“So your mom and I were chatting away in the living room, and she forgot about you in there,” Aunt Peggy says, and then she imitates my mother’s voice; “ ‘Oh my gosh,’ Janet says, ‘Jenny is still on the potty,’ and then we went in there, you were fast asleep with your head down on the tray.”

Aunt Peggy’s stomach moves with her laugh, tears in her eyes.

“Janet even took a photograph of you like that, she thought it was so funny.”

Aunt Peggy sniffs and wipes a tear out of the corner of her eye. The tip of her nose is red from the laughing, her eyes moist, and she gets very quiet, looking down at the dog. Aunt Peggy pets RC for a while and then shoves her over, rolling flat on her stomach again.

The Nevada wind blows in a gust between the house and the garage, blows up a corner of the sheet and Aunt Peggy smoothes it flat again, lays her face down against her arms.

“It was terrible how she died,” Aunt Peggy says then. “ Unbelievable, really. I had no idea she was so sick.”

The shadow from the garage moves over her ankles and the back corner of the sheet. It should be hot out here in the sun, but it’s not.

I lie with my face against my arms like Aunt Peggy does and hold so still.

No one ever talks about my mother, not ever.

Grandma and Grandpa didn’t.

Bryan never did.

Daddy never did.

Deb and her kids never did. Why would they?

It seems like all I’ve ever had are questions about my mother and all I’ve wanted to do is talk about her but now, I’m just confused. I can’t believe she died either. It’s just unreal, this thing that can’t make sense and past that, is this feeling like she’s so close but on the other edge of the world, too far away to reach. In the space between where I am and she is, there is so much sadness and loneliness I can barely think about it, so I don’t.

Another gust of wind pushes through the sun tanning spot and makes the white sheet ripple at the edges.

Aunt Peggy closes her eyes and I close mine too.




When you talk about the thing no one talks about, everything changes. Aunt Peggy and me are different now, like sisters, and in this new place, I tell her everything there is to tell, one story flowing into the other.

I tell about Deb’s cat eyes, her angles and edges, Deb’s kids always ganging up on me, one of them knocking out my teeth with a broom during a particularly bad fight, and the Freedom Community Church, this creepy place where you are supposed to contemplate life differently.

I tell her how Deb dumped me off in the big house one day, who knows why, just left me there with my princess bedroom set and 10 bucks.

“ ‘It’s called survival,’ Deb said. ‘Figure it out.’ ”

“You are kidding me!” Aunt Peggy says.

“I’m serious,” I say. “The woman was certifiable.”

Aunt Peggy laughs when I say certifiable but I keep right on talking.

I tell how I saw twins being born that day at the big house, about my best friend ZoÎ who had white blond hair, about dropping out of Hoover Street Elementary since no one was watching me anyway, and how I used to jump on cracks in the sidewalks because that’s how bad I hated Deb.

“You know, ‘Jump on a crack, break your mother’s back,’ ” I say.

“My goodness,” Aunt Peggy says.

It must take a whole week to get out stories that go from now to as far back as I remember, stories about Huntington Beach and getting my examination, and Daddy driving up, heart attack right there on the front lawn, and how Deb said it was his own fault, that he died because he wished a heart attack on his business partner. How Deb had us in Palo Alto going to some Freedom Community school that wasn’t a school at all, how she had us running 1.5 miles on Mondays and Fridays, 3 miles on Tuesdays and Thursdays, 5 miles on Wednesdays, and how every day she made us take a mountain of vitamin pills, except I flushed mine down the toilet.

We cook dinners and I talk.

We fold laundry and I talk.

We give Kimmy a bath and I talk and talk and it feels so good, like letting go of a heavy load I’ve been carrying around.

We are in the back bedroom with my pink trunk wide open for the last story, the most important one, about how Daddy gave me the princess bedroom set for my birthday. I sit cross-legged in front of my trunk, Aunt Peggy is on her knees, and RC is between us, sniffing around the trunk I pulled out of the corner.

Kimmy is with us too, thumb in her mouth, hand holding her blanket.

“All this stuff goes with the set,” I say. “There’s the bedspread, the curtains, the canopy.”

I kick off my shoe, open my trunk with the key and don’t even think about how Aunt Peggy watches me; none of that matters now.

RC sticks her poodle face over the stuff in the trunk.

I dig my hand down past the pink bedspread and curtains and pull out an old stuffed animal.

“Looky, Kimmy,” I say, dancing this white stuffed lamb side to side.

Kimmy takes her thumb out of her mouth, the shine of her spit on her skin.

“Baby,” she says.

“That’s right,” Aunt Peggy says. “It’s a baby sheep.”

Kimmy drops her blanket on the floor and reaches both hands out.

“No, no,” Aunt Peggy says. “That’s Jenny’s.”

“That’s okay,” I say handing the lamb over. “She can play with it.”

Kimmy takes it into her arms and hugs it to her chest like it’s the most wonderful thing ever.

“You might not get it back,” Aunt Peggy says, laughing.

“That’s fine,” I say.

Kimmy drops down to the floor and wraps the lamb in her blanket, and RC plops her dog self down on the floor too. Aunt Peggy reaches out, rubs the pink material of the bedspread between her fingers.

“So, Bud got this for you?” Aunt Peggy says, “this princess bedroom set?”

“He picked it out himself,” I say, nodding, “and then came home from work and set it up for a surprise, and when I came home from school, there it was.”

Aunt Peggy puts her hand back on her lap, quiet, like she is thinking.

“I didn’t know your dad that well,” she says. “Like I said, he was already gone when I was growing up.”

She looks over at Kimmy, who is still playing with the lamb. “He never even met Kimmy,” Aunt Peggy says.

“I know,” I say.

She looks at me then, eyes behind her thick glasses.

“I saw you at the funeral, remember?” I say. “Kimmy was still in your tummy.”

Kimmy looks at me, at Aunt Peggy, and goes back to playing, this little cooing noise as she talks to herself, and RC sniffs at the air, nose up.

Aunt Peggy nods, adjusting her glasses on her face. “That’s right.”

“It was a strange funeral, wasn’t it?” Aunt Peggy says. “That guy with the guitar, playing what? Cat Stevens songs?”

“Daddy really liked Cat Stevens.”

“He did?” she says.

“Sure,” I say.

I can’t help think it’s not right not to know your own brother, especially someone like Daddy, and that makes me want to tell Aunt Peggy everything about him. I pet RC, her soft gray fur against my fingers, and I tell about Daddy’s laugh, deep and rich, his smile that made me think of sunshine, and how he always tried to act like things were fine, even when they weren’t.

“He worked all the time,” I say, “but he still took me to Disneyland for my birthday every year and even picked me once for this sailing trip to Catalina.”

It hurts to talk about him, and at the same time, it seems important, more for her than me.

“He was great,” I say, “not just handsome either, but more like . . . I don’t know . . . perfect, I guess.”

Kimmy watches us, her big blue eyes on me and Aunt Peggy, as if she’s listening to me talk about Daddy too. Aunt Peggy smiles at her.

“Every little girl thinks her daddy is perfect,” Aunt Peggy says.

Kimmy smiles at Aunt Peggy then.

“But he was,” I say.

Aunt Peggy shakes her head like she doesn’t get it.

I dig my hand into my trunk again, down past the layer of stuffed animals, and pull out this small square of a book with photos in plastic covers, gold letters on the front, their wedding album.

“Just look at him,” I say.

Aunt Peggy takes the album, turns it side to side, and Kimmy pushes up off the floor and comes to Aunt Peggy’s side.

“Where did you get this?”

“Auntie Carol gave it to me,” I say, “just after Momma died.”

Aunt Peggy frowns, her dark eyebrows pulled together as she flips the book open and then turns quick through the photos.

Kimmy leans in to look too, and I reach over, stop Aunt Peggy from turning so quick, and stop at the page where Daddy and Momma stand between two baskets of white flowers.

“See,” I say, pointing at his picture with my finger.

“I know what he looked like, Jenny,” Aunt Peggy says.

“Daddy?” Kimmy says.

“No,” Aunt Peggy says, “that’s Uncle Bud.”

“That’s my daddy,” I say.

Kimmy doesn’t get it, I can see it in her blue eyes, and that’s not a surprise—she’s just a little kid—but Aunt Peggy doesn’t get it either, and I wish I could explain, except I’m all out of words.

Aunt Peggy flips through the photos again and at the last page, she finally stops.

“Hey,” she says, moving the book closer to her face, “that’s me!”

“Where?” I say.

She points her finger on the plastic that protects the photos.

“Right there,” she says.

“Mommy?” Kimmy says.

“Yes, Mommy,” Aunt Peggy says.

I take the book from Aunt Peggy then, turn it around to look closer. Aunt Peggy pulls Kimmy on her lap, holds her with one arm.

In the photo she is eight or nine years old with light-colored hair.

“Oh, I remember that dress and those shoes,” she says. “It was such a cute outfit.”

All the times I’ve looked at these pictures, I would have never recognized her, not in a million years. Aunt Peggy grown up doesn’t look a thing like Aunt Peggy as a kid.

“Isn’t that neat?” she says, all happy about the picture of herself in my book, bouncing Kimmy on her lap. RC is up too, excited by Aunt Peggy’s voice, and she walks in tight circles close to Aunt Peggy’s legs.

It’s great to see a picture of Aunt Peggy, I guess, but it really bugs me she didn’t even look at the photos of Momma and Daddy, not the way she should, not the way I do. It’s like I’ve been talking all this time but she isn’t listening.

It’s quiet in the room, too quiet, and I try to figure out where we were in the story to begin with. I push the wedding album back into its place in my pink trunk and pull the lid closed over all my things, the sound of the metal lid banging down.

“Well, anyway,” I say, “he gave me the bedroom set for my birthday.”

“Oh, right,” Aunt Peggy says, sliding Kimmy off her lap and on to the floor again, handing her the stuffed lamb.

“Deb says she is going to send the rest later, but I doubt it,” I say.

“She might,” Aunt Peggy says, dancing the stuffed lamb for Kimmy.

Pulling on my tennis shoe, I don’t say anything, just tie the laces quick, hiding the key under the way I do.

“I met Deb at the funeral and she seemed very nice,” Aunt Peggy says.

The beginning of a laugh comes out of me, not ha ha but like I can’t believe what she’s saying, especially after all the things I’ve told her.

“Trust me, Aunt Peggy,” I say, “Deb is lots of things; nice is not one of them.”

Aunt Peggy puts her full attention on me again, lips set tight together.

“Your dad must have loved her,” she says.

I look at her whole face, the square shape of her jaw, thick glasses over her face.

“Did you ever really meet Deb?” I say. “I mean, spend any time with her?”

“Well, no,” she says, one hand adjusting her glasses on her face, “just at the funeral, but Mom and Dad have told me some things, and Leonard thought she was pretty nice.”

I take a deep breath, looking at my hands for the right words.

“You know about the evil stepmother in those fairy tales you read about?” I say. “Not those Disney stories. The Grimm’s Fairy Tale  stories?”

“I’ve never read those,” Aunt Peggy says, blank expression on her face.

“Well, the stepmothers are these evil women,” I say. “They marry men with children and make them do terrible things; they are, like, two-faced. You know, acting one way with the husband and then different with the kids?”

I clear my throat and look at her, at both her eyes. “Deb had a way of being nice on the surface,” I say. “She was that way with Daddy too, but down deep, she wasn’t like that. I know—I lived with her, and if you don’t believe me, call up Bryan, and he’ll tell you the same thing.”

Aunt Peggy raises her eyebrows a little behind her glasses.

“You might be a little more generous to Deb,” Aunt Peggy says. “I’m sure she did her best.”

Kimmy has her blanket in her hands again, thumb in her mouth, blue eyes going back and forth between Aunt Peggy and me.

“If that was her best,” I say, “I’d hate to see her worst.”

Aunt Peggy looks away from me first and clears her throat.

“Well, anyway,” Aunt Peggy says, reaching her hands out to Kimmy, “I guess we should get dinner started.”

Aunt Peggy shifts herself up then, pushes off the floor with a grunt, and says something about how she got a cramp from sitting on the floor.

“I think tonight we’ll have rigatoni,” she says then, going up the hall, RC following behind her. “Dick just loves rigatoni.”

I sit there on the floor, trying to put it all together, but the pieces just don’t fit. It’s like I don’t know what I know, and I wonder if I’m remembering things wrong, if Deb was this nice person, only I got it mixed up somehow.

Off in the kitchen, Aunt Peggy talks in a baby voice to Kimmy and there is the bang of pots and pans.

In me is doubt, as if I might have made a mistake about Deb, as if I am making it all up, even though in my heart I know she was horrible, a witch, a nightmare you couldn’t wake up from.

All the weight I talked off is back again, a heaviness on my shoulders and I know I’ve made a mistake, a big mistake telling Aunt Peggy all I did.

I put my hand on the lock of my trunk then and shut it tight with a click.




On a Friday, Uncle Leonard brings Bryan to the Stead house for what everyone calls “a visit.”

Bryan picked Uncle Leonard to live with, and he’s moving to Oklahoma. I’ve never been to Oklahoma, but it sounds flat and dusty and dried up. Bryan loves Nevada and Lake Tahoe, and his next favorite place is anywhere close to the ocean. Why would he pick Uncle Leonard, and why Oklahoma?
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