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To all my heroes









Love is never any better than the lover.


—Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye


May God protect me from gloomy saints.


—St. Teresa of Avila












August 1975






I’m sitting in the bleachers of Immaculata’s gymnasium in Malvern, Pennsylvania. Took a Greyhound to get here before the semester begins, to try out for their famous basketball team. Basketball is no joke at Immaculata College. Last year, they played a televised game in Madison Square Garden. Televised! Girls’ basketball! They won three consecutive national basketball championships from 1972 to 1974, just when everyone my age was giving up, trading years playing in the schoolyard for lipstick, making out, smoking pot. Not me, though. I’m the doofus who kept playing, even though I had a boyfriend, even though I was whispered to be a lezzie because I still laced up my Converse high-tops, showed up in the schoolyard, and practiced until sweat pasted the hair to my head.


When I signed in, one of the assistant coaches handed me a questionnaire: “Why do you want to try out for Immaculata’s basketball team? What does basketball mean to you?”


With my knack for bullshitting teachers, I start to free-throw some poetic-sounding answers: the geometry of a well-set shot, the lazy spin of the ball swishing through the basket, the drilled cooperation of a team, et cetera, et cetera.


But the truth is, the answer to “What does basketball mean to me?” is deeper than what I am capable of explaining. My knees start bouncing, heart is beating, head feels ready to explode because I am somewhere I can’t even believe I am, out of Brooklyn, out of my house, a little out of my mind.


I lay the paper aside, step out on the court to warm up.


The girls on the court know their stuff. They are easily laying up the ball, doing classic set shots, dribbling out and back. They’re not showing off or acting like peacocks. They will bring it for the tryout. For now, they modestly size up the court and each other, take crisp and efficient shots, share the ball with the other players.


One girl sends me the ball, on a low bounce meant to feed into a three-dribble layup. I take it, feel the slight give of the floor, smell the just-washed varnish, my legs and feet fluid from years of playing. I restrain myself from doing a reverse layup—no showing off, no big movements. When it goes in, I just keep running to the top of the key, hopeful that the rebounder will send it to me again. She does. I take a quick foul shot, move in for the rebound or tip up, pass it to another waiting hopeful. Maybe six balls are going at once. Eyes are wide to know where everyone is, ready to react, to spring forward, backward, sideways.


Now I can breathe.


Basketball is civilized. There are rules, boundaries, time periods. It’s about speed and accuracy. There’s also the magic of it—seeing the whole court, concentrating, expecting the unexpected. It’s eyes in the back of your head, legs crouching and flexing, dancing to the rhythm of a pounding leather ball.


And when there’s nobody else on the court, only you and the basket, it’s like a communion with an open net, ready to take your throw—the best kind of lonely. Being watched over, understood, loved even.


I sound like a nut. Just do your job.












First Quarter 1968
















Drill






My brother is going to teach me how to be good in basketball so I can join the local parish team and make friends in this new neighborhood. He is six feet one and a half inches; I am five feet nothing. He is seventeen; I am ten.


We go around the corner to Holy Child schoolyard. There are six half-courts, all taken. My brother says we’ll practice passing while we wait for a court. He throws the ball, flicking both of his wrists. I can’t catch it. I stagger when it lands on my chest. It’s called a chest pass. He shows me how to take a knee-step back, catching the chest pass while I’m moving. Then we do bounce passes. I learn to gauge the throw so the force of the bounce sends the ball diagonally into my brother’s outstretched hands.


Every boy in the schoolyard seems to know my brother. Last year, when he was a junior at Boys’ High in Bedford-Stuyvesant, he was the New York City All-Star basketball team captain. Boys keep coming over, asking him if he wants to scrimmage. All of these boys are white. Everybody in Windsor Terrace is Irish or Italian, and they’re all white, like us.


My brother is polite to these boys, but he doesn’t hang around with them, or hang around here, or hang around with white boys. He hangs around in our old neighborhood in downtown Brooklyn.


A boy with red hair runs up to him, says our last name. “Joyce, we’re starting a new game—you can be playmaker.”


John says, “I’m playing with my sister right now.”


The boy looks over at me, and I smile. He’s looking right at me, but he doesn’t see me. He turns back to John. “Why doesn’t she play with girls?” He points his head at the corner of the schoolyard, where the girls’ basketball team is practicing. Most of the girls are seventh and eighth graders. I would be the only fifth grader.


“She tried out for the team last week, but she didn’t make it, so I’m teaching her some moves,” John tells him.


We’re still passing the ball back and forth, and now I try hitting my brother with a chest pass to his face. He catches the ball with no effort.


The boy opens his mouth, looks like he’s going to say something nasty, but he walks away. Then he turns around. “When are you gonna be finished?” he asks.


Man, he really wants to play ball with my brother.


“We’ll be finished after we play Around the World a couple of times,” John tells him, still passing me the ball. The boy’s face says he can’t believe he’s even having this conversation.


A court opens up, and we start playing Around the World. This is a game for concrete courts. Each square of concrete is one position. We start from directly underneath the basket. My brother shows me where to aim the ball against the backboard. If you get it in, you move to the second box. To go all the way around the world takes about twenty-four boxes.


I’m doing good, and I’m in the third box. My brother is going around for the second time, but he’s only playing to break up the time in between my missed shots. Mostly, he’s showing me how each box has a different angle for getting the ball in the basket.


The third box requires a swish shot. This means you have to aim the ball at the far rim of the basket with just enough height so it’ll swish through the net, without touching the backboard. I’m having a hard time swishing it in. After ten or twelve tries, I still haven’t sunk one, and my underarms and neck feel cramped. I’m losing my patience.


“Forget it. I stink.”


“You do not stink. This is a hard shot—everybody has trouble with it at first. C’mon, this time arc the ball to just about here.” He jumps up and points to the empty space a few inches from the basket.


“You told me to aim at the far rim!”


“Yeah, I know, but now I think that’s too hard. You keep overshooting the rim because you don’t know how to control your power yet. That’s okay; that’s good, you can learn that later. You’re strong—that’s why this shot’s so hard. It’s closer to the basket, and you have to know how to ease the ball in. Try it like I say.”


He gets an idea about how he’ll jump up, and I’ll aim the ball at his hand.


I concentrate on his hand. After a long time and a lot of jumping up on my brother’s part, I finally get the ball in the basket.


“Two points for Little Miss!” he says.


I crack up. John sometimes uses a Southern accent and a high-pitched voice, calling my mother “Big Miss” and me “Little Miss.” He got it from a play he read by Tennessee Williams.


We keep playing, sweating, shooting. The girls’ basketball team practice is over, and I see them leaving, but I don’t care. The schoolyard is quieter; we go inside our heads. Time passes, and we are carried along with it. It’s dusk. John includes me in his basketball loneness.


We move in and out of boxes. We play another round without talking. We concentrate, pivot and pass, start again. I would play Around the World all night if I could. John is right about the third box being hard because it’s so close to the basket. The boxes farther out are much easier because they require more strength than skill. I’m strong.


All the way out at center court, John crouches with the ball. His legs are together as he dips low, then curls his body upward like an Olympic swimmer diving backward into a pool. He sends the ball arcing, arcing, high above the backboard, until it twirls downward, almost in slow motion, pulled by invisible energy toward the rim. John is still conducting the shot as he stands with his legs together, arms raised high and wide, two fingers on each hand straight, three each coiled, until the ball falls, without a sound, through the hoop.












Key






On the way home, it’s weakly light out. Almost dark. The neighborhood still feels new and strange. John walks with the basketball under his arm, no bouncing or twirling. We moved here at the end of summer, right around when school started. Holy Child is the parish, and the schoolyard is where everyone goes. Everyone plays basketball, every day, morning until night. I’m tired. I start thinking about whether it’s a drinking night or not. My mother is not an everyday drunk. She drinks in the kitchen by herself. Beer. Rheingold. Six cans. If she drank last night, then she won’t be drinking tonight. All I have to remember is what she did last night. At least John will be home tonight. That makes it easier.


Our apartment is on the third floor over a pizza shop on the avenue, right down the block from the church and around the corner from the schoolyard. We trot up the two flights in the dark hallway and open the door. It’s always unlocked. The window on the door is frosted with a raised design on it, like bumps, so you can’t see anyone inside or outside. It doesn’t look like the door to an apartment. Inside, there’s a long hallway in front of you, and to the left, a door that opens into two bedrooms. When you walk down the long hallway, the bathroom is on the left and the little cubby room with the TV is right after it. Then comes the living room, where my oldest brother, Martin, sleeps. Through the archway from the living room is the kitchen. My mother is sitting at the kitchen table, lifting a small glass of Rheingold to her lips.


“I needed Robert to go to the store, so dinner won’t be ready for a little while,” she says.


“Great—when did he go?” John asks.


“He just came home. I sent him right out,” she says.


“What are we having?” I ask.


“Whatever I make,” she says.


“That’s always true,” I say. “But what are you making tonight?”


“I’m making dinner tonight, miss. Now wash up and get yourself ready.”


I’m about to ask her why she has to be so grouchy, when John pulls out his Suave Guy act. He starts talking in a British accent and pretends he’s at a big social event wearing a tuxedo. “I say, old girl, looking forward to dining at Joyce Haute Cuisine tonight. Shall we have a dance while the maids and butlers prepare our feast?” He pulls her out of the chair, whisks her around the kitchen in a little dance, and bows as he returns her to her chair. Now the grouch is laughing, and her whole mood is changed. Suave Guy works every time.


“Stop this nonsense,” she says, laughing. “I’m making chicken fricassee, and you’ll be dining by seven o’clock. So cheerio, young man. The dinner bell will ring presently.”


John goes to the bathroom. I pick up my book bag in the cubby room even though I already did my homework. When I come home from school, I usually sit down and finish it up as fast as I can. I don’t like having to do it later, because you don’t know whether it’s going to be quiet or loud in the house. It depends on the drinking.


John comes back out as Bobby comes in with a bag of groceries. Bobby’s thirteen, and he was able to get into Holy Child because they had room in the boys’ school. I’m still going to St. A’s because the girls’ school is full. My mother came with me on the bus on the first day of school, just to take the ride. That was a nervous trip for her. It’s like she’s thinking of all the things that can go wrong, even when nothing is going wrong.


“I’m going to meet up with Julius. We’ll grab a slice later,” John says. He’s wearing his new black leather jacket he said he got from Julius’s uncle. My mother calls John black Irish, like her, because he’s got dark hair and dark brown eyes. His hair is wet now, slicked back, and his tannish face is shiny from just being washed. Even I know he’s handsome.


“What do you mean? It’s a school night. What time will you be home?” my mother says. She is practically stuttering.


John calls out from the hallway as he walks toward the door, “I’ll be home by eleven, Big Miss. See you later.” He stops by the cubby archway, says to me, “Homework done? Any tests tomorrow?”


I shake my head at him, yes and no, give him a thumbs-up. He gives me one back and keeps walking. He always asks me about my books, my homework, my school, my friends. It’s almost like he’s really interested in what I’m doing.


But he’s on his second high school already. First he went to Xavier in Manhattan on a scholarship, but he didn’t do his work, and he didn’t like their basketball team. At Boys’ High, after the all-star game last year, he started getting in trouble for playing hooky. My mother had to go up to see the principal.


John can be a real jerk, even if he is my favorite person in the whole family. He is usually so cool. He walks with a beat. Like, one leg stretches out in front of him, and the other jerks at the knee to catch up to it. When the other leg is jerking, his chin points out in the direction that he’s walking. Then he pulls his head back in with his neck. He walks better than some people dance.


My mother goes back to the kitchen, where Bobby is taking out the onions and rice from the bag. I come in to help. “Just leave me be in here,” she says, taking another beer out of the fridge. I peek in to count how many are gone. That’s the third—not good.


Bobby goes to his bedroom. I am in the cubby room, with the TV news on low, looking at images of American soldiers in Vietnam. My mother is in the kitchen, preparing for the war she will have after the next couple of beers.


I wish my father was home. Sometimes he will say to my mother, “Kate, stop it,” with his low, gravelly voice, and she just . . . stops. My father is a cabdriver, and he works nights. He leaves at three thirty in the afternoon, when we’re coming home from school. Sometimes Bobby and I pass him on the stairs, and we say hi. He’s been driving a cab around New York City for more than twenty-five years. He started with IOTA Cab Company after he got out of the army. He was in Guadalcanal when he was seventeen. That’s all we know. It’s hard to picture.


My father fixes everything in the house with black masking tape. He really thinks that stuff is great. Like, between the kitchen and the living room there’s a strip of black masking tape keeping the split-off ends of the linoleum down. And the end table has four balls of black masking tape around each leg. Each leg isn’t broken, but when he fixed the broken one, he wrapped all four legs to keep the table even.


My father works seven days a week, hardly ever taking a day off. When he does, he sleeps all day and gets up at the same time as when he leaves for work. I never think of him as a cabdriver like the way cabdrivers look on TV. On TV, they’re always tough, cigar-smoking wise guys who know everything and wear caps on their heads. My father is a sad-looking, slow-walking, bent-over old man.


Except when he’s ossified. My mother always says he’s ossified when she means he’s drunk. She’s usually drunk too. Drunk happens a lot in our house.


Sometimes when my mother is drinking beer, she’ll ask John to do Suave Guy for her. He won’t, though. He only does Suave Guy when he feels like it.


I can smell the chicken; we’ll eat soon. It’s almost six thirty. Maybe there will be a pregame show on the Knicks if they have a game tonight. I love watching the Knicks. Sometimes John will watch a game with me, and even Bobby. John talks about Walt Frazier, Dave DeBusschere, and Earl “the Pearl” Monroe like he knows them. My secret favorite is Bill Bradley, but that’s because he’s not so much like a star. He’s just a solid player, always good, reliable. I really like Willis Reed, too, but he’s crazy tall. I like the way Bill Bradley dribbles the ball—he always looks like he’s on his way somewhere, and he really wants to go there. Walt Frazier looks like he’s thinking about something, and Earl Monroe always looks like he’s trying to fake someone out, even when nobody is guarding him. When Phil Jackson dribbles, I think he’s going to fall down because his arms swing so far away from his body.


“Come on out here now and have your supper,” my mother calls. Not one second later, she runs into the cubby and starts yelling. “Turn that TV off—what are you looking at? Don’t you dare watch this disgusting news about those poor boys over in that hellhole!”


“What do you mean?” I yell back. “I’m just changing channels waiting for dinner!”


“Don’t you dare watch this garbage!” she screams. She switches off the TV like she is punching it in the face. Bobby has come out from the bedroom. He’s shaking his head at me not to say any more, but I’m not going to let her yell at me for no reason. It isn’t fair.


“Stop screaming at me! I’m not doing anything!” I yell.


“Get in that kitchen and eat your dinner, miss. And don’t be taking that tone with me,” she says. She begins her muttering.


The food is food, and we eat fast. My mother doesn’t eat; she sits at her place at the table, looking off somewhere she alone can see. Bobby is eating just so he can go back into his room and listen to his Beatles album. He’s wearing his blank face, but I know he’s holding his breath because this is just the beginning of the night’s yelling. I feel so mad, I could spit right on the kitchen floor.


My mother’s friend, Mae Doyle, gave Bobby Revolver for Christmas last year. He knows every word of every song. I don’t understand it. They used to be good, the Beatles, but “Yellow Submarine”? It’s dumb. We definitely don’t all live in a yellow submarine. For Bobby, it’s like the song lyrics are the answer to every question he never asked.


I have questions too. They are inside me, not being asked. They’re brewing, like my father’s percolator coffee pot that he uses every afternoon before he leaves for work. Like, I wonder why I don’t feel God after I receive communion on Sunday. And I wonder why I always have to be good, when I feel like saying, “Just shut up” to my mother, to Sister Charles, and to some of the stupid people I see every day. Why do I have to be nice?


I only just started playing basketball, and I don’t know what I’m doing yet. But I know that I can slam that ball, dribble hard, bounce it out, and learn. I am getting on that girls’ team my next tryout. Just wait and see.












One-on-One






“Nobody wants to be friends,” I say as I walk into the kitchen where my mother and oldest brother, Martin, are talking. He lives here, but he sleeps on the high-rise bed in the living room. He’s always walking in and out, going to or coming from work, back from the bar or going out to the bar. He’s twenty-two. He seems older, like a construction worker bar guy. We actually have the same birth date, twelve years apart, so we have something in common. There’s a 1-in-365 chance of that, according to Encyclopedia Britannica.


“Did you ask one of the girls to play with you?” my mother says.


I’ve just been standing around since three thirty watching the girls’ team do defense practice. When they were almost finished, I left and came back home.


“They were practicing. They can’t play with me when they’re practicing!”


“I know that,” she says, being nice because she knows I’m yelling at her because I just am. “But when they’re finished, you can play, can’t you?”


“They don’t want to play with me. They just want to play with each other. I don’t care!”


“So make them want to play with you. Go back there and smile that grand smile of yours, and ask them if you can play too.” She’s smiling her grand smile at me.


Martin opens the kitchen window and sticks his head out. From the fire escape, we can see the schoolyard. He says, “There’s three girls playing now. Run over and see if you can get in on a pickup game.”


“That’s easy for you to say.”


Martin used to be a great guard before he quit school. He was like the dependable player who helps the real stars, like John, get clear for the shot. He doesn’t play anymore; he just works and goes to the bar. Now that I think about it, why is he in the kitchen with my mother this afternoon?


“What are you doing home?” I say.


“Don’t I live here?”


“You know what I mean. How come you’re home?”


He laughs. “How come you’re home? Why aren’t you in the schoolyard playing with kids your own age? Oh yeah, that’s right. Nobody wants to plaaaay with you.”


“That’s enough,” my mother says. “Now go play while you have the chance. We’re eating at six, beef stew, so hurry up.”


I wait a few seconds. It doesn’t feel like anything’s wrong here; maybe they’re just having a conversation. If anything was wrong, they wouldn’t be so calm and interested in who’s playing with me. I go back out, determined to make friends in the schoolyard.





Kelly Shea has red hair, like a sunburn. It sits on top of her six-foot body like it’s getting ready to peel. She is the star of the girls’ basketball team, and she’s playing a one-on-one game with her cousin Shirley Mackie. I’m standing with my back against the fence, watching them.


They’re both breathing hard, but Kelly is louder. She has total concentration on the ball, the basket, both of their feet. Shirley’s eyes look fierce, and she has an evil smirk as she bumps up against Kelly, trying to steal. I know this has something to do with psyching Kelly out, trying to get her on the run and scared. Kelly does not look directly at Shirley, not even once. She is playing to the basket, checking Shirley’s position only by where her feet go. But Shirley is looking directly at Kelly’s face as she moves her hands up, down, out toward the ball. It’s like she’s taunting Kelly, like she’s saying, “You’re too scared to face me.” I know they’re friends, because they are always together, but this game is not friendly.


Kelly fakes left and turns right for the shot, brushing up against Shirley’s shoulder with her shooting arm. She sinks it.


“You walked, you walked!” Shirley says, right in Kelly’s face as she is taking the ball out.


Kelly’s cheeks turn redder, but she takes the ball out past the foul line and rushes in for another basket. She sinks it. As she starts to take the ball out again, Shirley slaps it away from her and scores an easy layup. Now it’s Shirley’s turn to control the game.


Kelly stands a whole arm’s length away from Shirley with her hands waving horizontally, then vertically, as if she were a new cheerleader who can’t keep up with the chant. She’s blocking the shot, and Shirley hasn’t taken the shot yet. It’s not a strong move; she should be blocking Shirley. The smirk on Shirley’s face is so ugly, I’m getting mad at it just standing here by the fence.


Shirley fakes, shoots, scores, takes it out, then seems to stroll to the basket for another shot. Kelly doesn’t even try to catch up. Now Shirley is crouching, holding the ball, like she has all the time in the world to set up her shot. Kelly gives her the time. I have to shut my lips together so I won’t yell out, “Grab the ball, Kelly!” Meanwhile, Shirley stands at the foul line, completely uncovered, to take the shot. She misses. Kelly grabs the rebound and laughs out loud on the way to take it out. It’s the kind of laugh you can’t hold in, a justice kind of laugh. I’m smiling inside.


Shirley’s not even pretending to be cool. She is all over Kelly, shadowing her. “Keep laughing, Shea,” she says. “Don’t move so fast, or you might trip over your feet.”


My brother Bobby knows a lot about the people in the schoolyard because he goes to school here. He’s in the same grade as Kelly and Shirley. One night at supper, Bobby told us all about how Kelly beats Shirley at basketball every day, and how Shirley hates her guts. He told us that Shirley backstabs Kelly every chance she gets – making fun of her hair, her height, even her feet—right to her face!—but Kelly never says anything back. She just takes it. “Girls,” Bobby said. “They’re so stupid.”


Martin laughed out loud, John shook his head, and my mother said some prayerish thing, like “May the angels.” I was creeped out, picturing having a friend who hates me. Why would Kelly stay friends with her? To play basketball? Because she feels bad about herself, too, and Shirley knows it? Picturing Kelly, I know she has enough going against her, what with her size and her not-good-looking face. She didn’t need pity. She needed to stick up for herself.


I force myself to look straight at Shirley’s face, practicing not being afraid of her.


Shirley shouldn’t have made out-loud fun of Kelly’s feet, because Kelly got her back by running away with the game. Before, Kelly must have just been playing to practice. Now she’s stomping her all over the court.


A smaller-sized Shirley runs into the schoolyard, saying, “Mommy says to tell you to let me play, Shirley!”


Shirley looks over at her it-has-to-be sister like she was a fly that just droned by. “Yeah, all right. We’re finished here.”


It’s like instead of losing, she just decided the game was over. Kelly starts throwing the ball in the basket, and whoever gets the rebound shoots. Shirley’s sister runs around after the ball and takes shots. None of the shots are any good, I’m happy to see. She’s definitely the same age as me.


All of a sudden, Kelly looks right at me. “You wanna play?” The ends of her hair are pointed with sweat, and she has some spit in the corner of her mouth.


I say, “Yeah, all right,” like I wasn’t standing there for the last half hour.


Kelly tells Shirley it’ll be Shirley and Lily against me and her. “What’s your name?” she asks.


“Claire.”


We take the ball out first, which means I throw the ball to Kelly, and she basically plays one-on-one with Shirley again. I’m glad, because I stink anyway. My only worry is that Kelly will try to pass the ball back to me. So I run around getting out of Lily’s way, who is guarding me like crazy, even though I don’t have the ball. Kelly is scoring, scoring, scoring. I am great at passing the ball to her when I take it out.


Then Shirley slaps it out of Kelly’s hands and goes in for a layup. I do not know where I get this idea. I just do it—I don’t think. As Shirley starts toward the basket, I lose Lily and come behind Shirley. I run one step in front of her, then turn around and knock the ball, like John showed me, out from her dribbling hand. I knock it with too much might, though, and it slams away from both of us and goes out of bounds. Like, far out of bounds. They all look at me. “That was out on me,” I say, like I do this every day. Nobody says anything, nobody smiles, nobody gets mad, nobody does anything except play after I retrieve the ball from the next court. It’s like I’m the only witness to this miracle of defense I just performed.


We play for another twenty minutes or so, and I don’t do anything except pass the ball to Kelly when we take it out, run away from Lily, and hold a secret thrill that I stole the ball from the second-best player on the girls’ basketball team—which I didn’t make when I tried out for it two months ago.


When we finish the game, the three of them start out of the schoolyard before me. I’m walking behind them. Kelly turns around at the gate and says, “See you tomorrow, Claire.” I couldn’t wait to tell everybody at home.





Of course, John isn’t home when I get there. Martin is gone. Bobby is somewhere but not there. My mother is in the kitchen reading a library book, The Confessions of Nat Turner, which must be pretty good, because she doesn’t hear me come in.


“Hi. Where’d Martin go?” I ask.


She looks up from her glasses, adjusting to this world from the world of the book. “He’s out with friends, I think. You look all sweaty. Did you play basketball?”


“Yeah, I played with some girls in the schoolyard.” I’m acting all casual, like I have played with these girls every day since we moved here.


“Good! Let’s get dinner started,” she says, closing the book, taking off her glasses, and wrapping an apron around her waist. “Why don’t you wash up, like a good girl, and I’ll have your dinner soon. Bobby is at a basketball game at Bishops, so he won’t be home for a while. Is there something good on television you want to watch? I wouldn’t mind a movie. See what’s on.”


“Are you eating dinner too?”


“Yes, I’ll eat with you.” She’s pulling out a box of linguini and a can of Progresso clam sauce—seriously, one of my favorites.


I do a quick cleanup in the bathroom and check my books, though it’s Friday, so I don’t really have to. School is so easy. I honestly wish it was harder, so I’d have to work for all these stupid 90s, like my friend Maureen.


I look up the movies in the TV Guide and come up with Three Faces of Eve. Sounds like something my mother would like. Turns out, she’s more excited than I am about it. We finish up our plates, her telling me that she might work for the election board in a couple of weeks. “Money for Christmas,” she says. Sounds good to me.


The movie is about a woman who is split up into three people. Like, she turns into a bad woman, then an intelligent woman. She starts out being a scared, good woman.


“Oh, that Eve Black!” my mother says. “She’s a divil.”


I say, “Poor Eve White. She’s going crazy!”


During the commercial, we pick our favorites for who will end up being the real Eve in the end. I bet on Eve White, figuring everyone wants her to be quiet and good instead of wild and bad, or not to know who you are at all, like the third personality.


My mother is determined it has to be Jane, Eve’s third personality. She lights a cigarette, saying, “Eve White’s weak. She’ll never make it.”


“But she’s so good. What do you mean she’s weak?”


She lets out a big stream of smoke. “Yes, I know Eve White is good, but she can’t take anything. She’s afraid all the time. That’s why that other devil came out, to show her that she can do anything she damn well pleases. But she goes too far! So that’s why Jane came out—she’s the smart one. She’ll win. You watch and see.”


When the movie ends, Jane wins. I feel proud of my mother for being right. I tell her so.


“Of course I was right,” she says. “I saw that movie when it first came out.”


“What? How come you acted like you never saw it before?” I walk behind her as she goes to the bathroom, the kitchen, and back to the living room.


She says, “Because then I wouldn’t’ve enjoyed it. And you would have kept asking me what was going to happen next.”


I’m insulted. “No, I wouldn’t’ve. You could have told me. No wonder you picked Jane. I bet you didn’t pick Jane the first time you saw it. Did you? Who did you pick the first time you saw it?”


“Oh, stop this nonsense. I don’t remember picking any one of them. I just watched the movie. What are you so mad about?”


“Because you didn’t tell me. Because you act crazy sometimes too.” There—said it.


We are back in the living room, and my mother sits down in an armchair. She says, “You think you’re so smart, don’t you, miss? You think I’m going to get mad because you say I act crazy sometimes? Well, I’ve got news for you. I’m even crazier than you think.”


“What do you mean? You’re not crazy.”


“You’re so smart, but you don’t know what I mean. Yes, I am crazy. But I’m not talking about running around the streets like that Eve Black. I’m talking about how in my mind I feel crazy. Think about it.”


That stops me from talking. I flip around in my head, trying to come up with another answer for her. Does she know she’s only crazy when she drinks? Is she crazier than I thought? What is happening in her head? Thinking about what she said leaves me not knowing if what I think is true or right. She tells riddles like that a lot. I always fall for them.


Just before I go to bed, I get afraid that maybe it isn’t all over for “Jane.” Maybe Eve White and Eve Black will come back every once in a while to haunt her. I ask my mother if this is possible. She says that anything is possible, but could we talk about it in the morning? She’s exhausted. It’s only nine thirty.


Then John comes home. His black leather jacket is hanging on him like he doesn’t have any shoulders, rounding down from his neck into two long arms. He smells like bacon grease. Just as he walks in, he turns around to walk out. My mother asks him where he’s going, what he’s doing, why he’s leaving. He can’t answer her and keeps shaking his head back and forth, up and down, as if he’s making sense. He tries to go around her, like he’s going to go out. But he just came home. It doesn’t make sense.


My mother is blocking the doorway so he won’t go out. She’s standing very straight and tall, her arms spread out on the doorjambs. Her cigarette ash is so low it looks like it will burn her hand. I reach out to flick the ash.


“Get in the front room and get in bed,” she says, excited. “Now I don’t know what’s wrong with you—are you drunk?—but you’re not going out of this house like that. Go on, now. Go on.”


“I’m not drunk. Okay, I’m a little drunk. I had a few beers. It’s Friday night! Okay, Ma? C’mon, be a good miss and let me go, okay?”


He’s smiling, but it’s a mushy smile, almost like he’s drunk. But he isn’t. He’s something else. His nose is runny, he keeps pulling on his chin, and his eyes seems like they can’t focus.


“Well, never mind. You’re going to eat something and have a cup of coffee before you’re ever getting out of this house tonight, so take that coat off and turn around like a good boy and get into the kitchen.”


He’s so nice to her. He stares at her for a minute, then chuckles somebody else’s laugh and turns around. It takes him the whole length of the hallway to get his jacket off. He is moving in slow motion. I’m walking behind him, worrying that he is going to fall. My mother is walking backward in front of him, as if she’s a magnet and he has to obey her force field.


“Big Miss,” he says, “I’m going to be late.”


“That’s the breaks,” she says, trying to sound cool.


I feel like pushing him, not just to hurry him up. He is acting like a jerk.


My mother wants to feed him because food in the stomach sobers people up. She knows something is more wrong than that, though. He sits in the kitchen by the wall, looking at nothing, eyes half open. My mother keeps looking at him as she puts a piece of flank steak in the frying pan. She moves back and forth from the stove to the middle of the table, like she thinks he is going to fall. I am behind him, standing in the archway between the kitchen and the living room. His eyes are opening, closing, like a blink that got stuck, and he has a wrong-looking smile on his lips. His head nods, then snaps up, like he just fell asleep on the train and thinks he missed his stop. He turns toward me, says, “Hey, Little Miss, do we have any soda?”


I’m looking him hard in the eyes, mad.


My mother says, “No, no, now. I’m making coffee. Just one more minute, and it’ll be ready.” She flips her eyes toward me. “Do we have milk? Check the fridge. Maybe you can go get a quart of milk. Take money from my bag, and go to the store. Get yourself a snack. Get going.”


Five minutes ago, we were heading to bed. Now she is trying to fake me out and get rid of me. I plead with my eyes for her to let me stay and help. I am afraid to say anything out loud. She knows it. She shakes her head at me, tells me again to get going because we need the milk for the coffee. She looks so nervous, when she should be mad at him. I don’t think she knows what to do, and until she figures it out, she doesn’t want any witnesses.


Keeping John home is the answer, my mother must think. He’s been arrested two times already—once for joyriding, once for possession of drugs. If looks alone can get you arrested, he qualifies. This John in the kitchen looks like those guys on the parkside who blow their noses and drink white cartons of beer from Farrell’s Bar & Grill. I feel a wind starting in my chest, like I’m in the first car of the Cyclone as it climbs up the first hill. Before it gets to the top, I go lie down on my bed. Forget the stupid milk.


I recite the Memorare, which is a prayer my mother says when she goes to novenas. A couple of years ago, she stopped drinking for Lent and went to novenas every single night for forty days. It was awful. I had to go with her. But I learned the Memorare because it has phrases like poetry, which are rhythmic, sometimes hard to pronounce. It clears my mind. Once I get past the first group of phrases—“Remember, O most precious Virgin Mary, that ever was it known, that anyone who fled to thy protection, implored thy help, or sought thy intercession, was left unaided”—I almost feel like I’m dribbling a basketball, bounce, bounce, and the rest of everything stops.
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