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FOR BRIANNA, LIAM, NICK, AND QUINN, WITH GREAT LOVE,


AND FOR FRED DELORME AND MARGARET DELORME DACEY,


NOW DANCING IN THE HEAVENS WITH STARS FOR THEIR FOOTLIGHTS.




Vaudeville was the major source of entertainment in America from the 1880s through the 1920s. A vaudeville show was comprised of between seven and fifteen separate unconnected acts—anything from juggling to short plays, comedy routines to performing animals, edifying lectures to singalongs. Even small towns often had vaudeville theatres, and larger cities might have upward of five. In 1914, there were approximately fifty vaudeville venues in New York City alone.


Full-length plays, often referred to as “legitimate” theatre, tended to be more expensive and highbrow. Burlesque was generally considered too risqué for women and children. Other forms of mass entertainment were still in their infancy: movies were black-and-white, and silent; “talkies” (movies with synchronized sound) weren’t commonplace until the late 1920s; and the first radio broadcasts didn’t begin until 1920. Until then, if you wanted to be entertained, you went to a live show.


For most of America, that meant vaudeville.
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WINNIE


Everything I know I learned in vaudeville.


—James Cagney, singer, dancer, and actor


Nothing good comes from a knock in the middle of the night.


The windows rattled in their casings as someone banged on the front door. I roused myself from sleep, thinking that between the banging and the cold, the glass would surely break. As it turned out, mere broken glass would’ve been a blessing.


I heard Mother’s thumping footsteps in her bedroom below, through the kitchen, and across the living room, and I scurried downstairs to meet her, followed by my older sisters, Gert and Nell. Mother was at the front window, her back hunched against the cold, the few threads of silver in her hair made eerily iridescent by the streetlamp. She peered through the curtains she’d made from cut-rate lace. They did nothing to keep in the heat, but she said they gussied up the place, and the occasional hole in the pattern made it easier to peek through if you didn’t want someone to know you were watching.


She stood motionless, like a rabbit after the snap of a twig, trying to determine whether the door should be opened or, as was sometimes the case in our neighborhood, a chair wedged under the knob. “Nobody there,” she whispered to us without turning.


“Where’s Dad?” Nell asked, wrapping her thin arms around her.


“He went out. Got his temper all twisted up about Prohibition.”


“His temper?” Gert’s tone conveyed the skepticism we all felt.


Dad was the most placid man we knew. Yet his voice did take on a slightly brittle edge at the mention of the rapidly approaching Prohibition Act. He didn’t tend toward drunkenness himself, nor to public consumption in rowdy beer halls, preferring to sit home with his Blatz beer and sip quietly in the midst of his own rowdy family. He could not understand why Congress had taken this away from all the well-meaning souls whose lives were speckled with hardships of every variety, and who just wanted to enjoy the gentle lulling effect of a libation or two in the evening.


Prohibition was passed on January 16, 1919, and the next day the Binghamton Press in Upstate New York, where we lived, had extra-large-type headlines:


U.S. IS VOTED BONE-DRY


Though it would not go into effect for another year, once he saw that headline, Dad had been even quieter than usual.


That tar-black night, Mother opened the front door with the three of us, now joined by our youngest sister, Kit, crowding behind her. What we saw, we’d never seen before.


Dad leaned against the doorjamb, blinking slowly, a wobbly half smile on his lips. Blood seeped from crooked gashes on his right hand, bone visible at two of his knuckles. His fingers were bent at unnatural angles as if they’d been smashed under the heel of a boot.


He stumbled through the open door, and Mother lurched forward to catch him. With uncharacteristic care, she half guided, half carried him to a kitchen chair. Kit brought a pot of warm soapy water and a rag, and I dabbed at the jagged, pulpy wounds to get the grit out.


Then Mother’s temper set in, and her hands balled into fists at her hips. “What in the name of holy hell happened to you! Can’t you go out and tie one on like any other man without disaster striking?”


Dad seemed as surprised as we all were at the state of his hand. “There was a fight . . .”


“Frank Turner, when have you ever, in all your born days, gotten into a fight?”


“Wasn’t me. Coupla guys at the tavern,” he slurred, shaking his head mournfully. “Tried to stop it . . .”


Mother’s face twisted in disgust. “Of all the stupid—”


Gert cut her off, ice-blue eyes flashing with annoyance. “It doesn’t matter how it happened, Mother,” she muttered. “It only matters that it can be fixed.”


Mother hustled Dad and me through the dark streets toward Our Lady of Lourdes Hospital, our breath pluming like frozen feathers into the air, and I practically had to skip to keep up. I had an after-school job as a nurse’s aide in the Lourdes maternity ward; Mother brought me along in case my experience or connections, lowly as they were, might come in handy.


They did not. I recognized a nurse in the Emergency Department, but she didn’t have a reciprocal response. Without my uniform, she likely mistook me for a child, as my small stature often prompted people to do.


As for experience, I could have discussed any number of baby delivery procedures (having shut my mouth and listened carefully in the nurses’ break room as often as I could justify my presence there), but thankfully broken bones and torn tendons were not issues we generally faced on the maternity ward.


The Emergency Department halls were quiet, save for the murmurs of worried family members or nurses checking vitals, white curtains billowing with their comings and goings. The place smelled strongly of carbolic, and I knew some poor nurse’s aide like myself had recently cleaned up a mess of some kind. I looked down at my hands, dry and cracked around the knuckles. At seventeen years old, I had already scrubbed away a lifetime’s worth of bodily events.


We were ushered behind one of those curtains, and the doctor, an elderly fellow with a tentacular bush of gray hair, applied shots of Novocain to numb Dad’s hand. He then began the lengthy task of stitching up all that damage. The old doctor’s fingers trembled as he stabbed the needle under the skin and tugged it out on the other side, the stitches growing increasingly more uneven. Though I was a poor seamstress, I had the absurd notion to offer to help. Dad lay on the gurney with his eyes closed. Mother always went gray as old bedclothes at the sight of a pinprick, so she’d stayed in the waiting room. I was the sole witness to the doctor’s skill slowly wilting like a dying flower.


After he’d bandaged up Dad’s hand, the old doctor said, “Now say your prayers that the nerve damage isn’t too bad, and there’s a reasonable chance he might recover full use.”


This was the one moment when I did prove useful. I asked, “What are the chances that he won’t recover full use?”


The doctor blinked at me once or twice as if just now noticing my presence. “Well, I suppose there’s a reasonable chance of that, too.”


The sun was just beginning to lick up through the treetops in the Floral Park Cemetery as we walked home. Mother was quiet, but her fury pulsed like aftershocks from an earthquake. Father, now sober enough to suffer both the physical pain and the mental anguish caused by what he’d done, was also mute. For myself, I vacillated between the childish belief that things couldn’t possibly be as bad as they seemed, and the adult knowledge that they could hardly be any worse.


Mother suddenly turned on Dad. “You’re a boot stitcher, for godsake!” she hissed.


My father worked at the Endicott-Johnson shoe factory. He spent each day with a large metal needle in one hand, wrenching it through stiff soles and thick leather uppers grasped in the other. I’ll make it plain: there is no such thing as a one-handed boot stitcher. In fact, in a shoe factory, there is no manual labor that can be done by a man with a crushed dominant hand.


When we opened the front door, my sisters were crowded into the kitchen. Nell poured coffee from the percolator. Kit sat at the gate-leg table eating a soft-boiled egg; Gert ironed her shirtwaist. To their credit, no one gasped when they saw Dad’s hand wrapped up like a mummy.


Then Dad spoke. “I . . . I’m sorry . . . ,” he stammered, eyes damp with remorse. My throat clenched in sympathy. Nell bit at the inside of her lip, Gert’s nostrils flared, and Kit inhaled a childish little sniffle.


Mother let her hand rest on Dad’s shoulder, perhaps in acceptance of his apology, or perhaps it was simply to steady herself. After a moment, she gave him a little push toward their room behind the kitchen. “Go on and get some rest,” she said, her voice hoarse with exhaustion.


She dropped onto one of the mismatched chairs and Nell put a mug of hot coffee in front of her. Mother took a sip, and we waited—for the solution to this seemingly insurmountable problem, or for her to howl like a wounded animal and throw her mug against the wall.


I don’t believe I would have been truly surprised by almost anything she could have said or done in that moment. She could have told us she was selling our father into indentured servitude to pay the bills, and I wouldn’t have been truly shocked.


She stared menacingly at the frost lacing the kitchen window, and we could almost see the schemes she silently conjured as they took shape and then were cast aside. Mother is a force, sometimes for our betterment, sometimes for retribution, and sometimes simply for her own entertainment. We waited, barely breathing, for her word.


Her expression shifted almost imperceptibly, from desperation to determination. What she said was this:


“Be ready to work on the act when you get home from school. And I mean work.”


That was unexpected.
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GERT


If opportunity doesn’t knock, build a door.


—Milton Berle, comedian and actor


The act.


It was Mother’s idea, and so of course I hated it. At first.


It was one of the few things we Turner girls had in common: no desire to perform. We were never the types to twirl around or sing as we hung the washing. Honestly, I don’t even hum.


Mother, on the other hand, had always wanted to be onstage. Her grand plans for stardom had been tut-tutted away by her parents, then she got married quickly—very quickly—and had Nell right away. She made her bed, is all I’ll say about that.


“Gert, the way you turn heads, you’d be the star of any show,” she’d whisper in my ear. Of course, there was no money for dance or voice lessons, so she didn’t have the means to bully us into it, which she certainly would’ve done, given the dough. Lord knows Dad couldn’t have stopped her. Then again, Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders probably couldn’t have, either.


I’ll give her this: she always had her nose to the wind, sniffing out ways to improve our station in life. Once it was aprons fashioned like a cigarette girl’s outfit in a swanky dinner theatre. She sewed them in black satin, with cinched waists and darts to make plenty of room at the bosom. We hawked them door to door, wearing them as we went. “Like models,” she said.


I had the most success when a husband answered the door. I’d slide a hand down over my hip and say, “Wouldn’t you like to come home to your wife cooking dinner in this?” He’d fork over the dollar, barely remembering to ask for change, and I’d beat a quick exit to the sidewalk, taking care to pinch the boredom from my cheeks before I rang the next fellow’s bell.


“Gert’s my top seller,” Mother announced one night, trying to stir up sisterly competition.


“No surprise,” Kit had muttered. She was thirteen years old and almost six feet tall, so her figure didn’t exactly lend itself to fashion sales. With her longish face, big brown eyes, and unruly brown mane, she looked like a baby giraffe.


As for Winnie, I nearly laughed out loud when Mother found her with a stack of unsold aprons behind a tree, reading a mouse-nibbled copy of Anne of Green Gables.


“What are you doing with that old book?” Mother snapped. “You’ve read it so many times it’s a wonder there’s still ink on the pages!”


“That’s all right, Mother,” I said. “Winnie wasn’t selling many anyhow. She doesn’t have enough up front to advertise their best feature.” Seventeen years old and she was still the size of an underfed fifth-grader. Her face had a childish sweetness, but her green eyes always seemed to be squinting at something—a book, her homework, or me when she didn’t get my humor.


Mother let her be after that, but did I get any thanks from Winnie? Not a whisper.


Aprons were going like hotcakes (thanks mainly to my sales strategy) until the president of the St. James Ladies’ Guild accused Mother of trying to turn Johnson City into one big cathouse. Sales slowed to a dribble. Murderous as a jilted bride, Mother shoved the yards of black satin she’d bought up into the attic. It sat there bunched like a panther ready to strike.


The idea for the sister act came to her like a brick through the window in September 1918. Of course it didn’t include our oldest sister, Nell. She was married and living in an apartment the size of a hatbox a couple of blocks away, honorably discharged from Mother’s army of foot soldiers. To clinch her escape, she’d just given birth to a fat baby boy who, if he wasn’t sleeping or nursing, was bawling his brains out. Somehow he was beautiful, though, I suppose simply because he was ours.


A vaudeville act, for cripes’ sake. How I rolled my eyes at that.


“What do you think?” Mother whispered as a three-girl tap-dancing act shuffle-hop-stepped their way across the stage. “You could learn that, easy as pie.”


We were at the Stone Opera House in Binghamton, in plush velvet front-row seats for once instead of in the gallery up by the rafters, which smelled of workingman’s sweat and cheap pomade. We loved vaudeville—who didn’t?—but we didn’t always have the two bits to go. Once Mother had her bright idea, we ate less and went more often. It was research, she said. Stealing was more like it.


The tap dancers belted out a whiny version of “Frankfurter Sandwiches” and tried not to maul one another with their metal-tipped shoes. “You know I can’t carry a tune,” I said.


“Winnie’s voice isn’t bad,” Mother countered. “You could sing quietly.”


I crossed my arms. “Maybe I won’t sing at all.” I saw Winnie shift in her seat.


“They look kind of ridiculous,” she said to Kit, and Kit nodded.


And that’s how it was. Clearly they would rely on me to be the brightest, shiniest star of our little three-girl galaxy. Well, if I’m to shoulder the weight, I thought, it better be something less embarrassing than singing stupid songs about cheap food.


Mother huffed and glared back up at the stage.


The next act was a fat woman in a black dress the size of a deflated hot air balloon. She’d taught six white rats to do tricks. For a finale they scuttled up through her dress and out the sleeves to perch on her arms. She shimmied, and they all stood up on their hindquarters. Then one of the rats fell off—now I see it was a gag—and ran full tilt to the edge of the stage toward us. Thinking I was about to have vermin clawing up my shirtwaist, I screamed so loud I could’ve knocked the glass windscreen out of every car within four blocks. The audience roared with laughter, the rat ran back to its mistress, and she curtsied without losing a single rodent.


Mother glanced at us, eyebrow raised. Shameless, I tell you.


“Absolutely not!” I said. Mother, of course, looked to Winnie for reinforcement, because she never defied her.


“How would you actually train rats?” Winnie asked. “It seems like it might take a while.”


I suppose it did the trick, because Mother sighed and sat back in her seat. But it wasn’t exactly a show of sisterly support, either. Winnie could never just say no and let the chips fall as they might. She always had some high-minded reason why, and it made me look like a tantrum-throwing child by comparison.


The next act was a regurgitator. Bloated and barrel-chested, the man swallowed things—a goldfish or a hard-boiled egg, shell and all—and then heaved them back up. When the egg came up, his assistant rinsed it in water, cracked the shell, and ate it to prove it was real. When the fish came up, it went right into a bowl of water and darted crookedly around its little glass prison.


Thankfully, Mother didn’t even glance over after the regurgitator. Sometimes I wondered exactly how far she would go to make us a success, but apparently upchucking household items was a step too far. On that day, at least. On another day, she might’ve found it perfectly reasonable. Fickle as young love, our mother.


She never wavered about Dad, though, always poking at him to do better at the factory. “Your damned paycheck is a mortifying pittance!” she’d rail.


“It’s enough, Ethel,” he’d say. Then he’d lean as close to the dented metal horn of his phonograph as humanly possible without actually climbing into the thing. All he wanted was his house warm, his beer cold, and his phonograph needle sharp so he could play his Enrico Caruso records at a volume just above what Mother could bear. By which I mean in any way audible.


I couldn’t always judge Mother as harshly as I fully meant to, though. After all, it was a question I asked myself every day. What was I willing to do to have a bigger, better life—to avoid my mother’s lot, captive in a boring little town, scraping for every mouthful?


I’d been planning my escape as long as I could remember. What wouldn’t I do to be free?


The next night was Friday, and I worked my usual closing shift at J. J. Wiley’s Pub and Cafe.


“Thirsty?” said Roy, the bartender, and slid over a glass of Coca-Cola as we waited for the last customers to toddle on home.


“Thanks.” I took a sip and leaned on the bar, looking out over the dining room. I set the glass back down. “It’s missing something.” The glass was lifted from my hand. When it returned, I took another sip. There it was, a splash of rum. I turned to Roy and smiled.


He was twenty-eight, and it was a relief to smile at a man old enough not to blush over a silly facial expression. There were a lot of things I liked about Roy. He worked hard, saving up for a restaurant of his own one day. His good looks were subtle: medium height, not overly muscular, but with a strong jaw and powerful hands. A good kisser, too.


“Someday, Gert,” he would whisper against my cheek when we necked. “Someday.”


I liked a man who could wait, who didn’t try and paw his way to what he wanted. We’d been quietly seeing each other for six months, and finally his wait had been over. He’d been as gentle as such things can be, I suppose. Afterward, I’d smiled sweetly and reassured him it was nice. But honestly, I just didn’t get the appeal.


Roy was a very happy man, and now “someday” meant something else entirely. Something more public, and more permanent.


But I wasn’t so sure about that.


I’ll admit being a restaurant owner’s wife was a step up, but in some way, wasn’t it all the same? Working hard, day in and day out, stuck in the same place with more or less the same people?


“With your looks and charm,” he’d say, “you’ll be the perfect restaurant hostess, Gert.”


I could be good at a lot of things, I thought.


And I’d barely begun to imagine them all.
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WINNIE


You are all you will ever have for certain.


—June Havoc, actress and dancer


We first saw the boy acrobats in September 1918. I remember because school had begun, and I was worried that I wouldn’t get all of my advanced math homework done.


“Advanced math,” Gert had sneered. “As if slaving over regular old math isn’t odd enough.”


I didn’t dignify it with a response. She could flunk out and end up a washerwoman, for all I cared. Except it was Gert. She’d probably end up marrying Douglas Fairbanks. (That is, if his high-flying career ever brought him to Johnson City, New York, which I found dubious in the extreme.)


We were up in the gallery again, as Mother had finally realized that front-row seats equaled bare cupboards. The seats were wooden and the floor was scattered with cigarette and cigar butts. But we didn’t mind so much. It was still a thrill to be in a fancy theatre, even if most of the fancy was far below us.


Our oldest sister, Nell, was with us that night. She had grown increasingly anxious as she waited for her husband, Harry, to return home from the Great War, and we didn’t like to leave her alone too long. The anxiety mirrored the depth of her love and longing, which was understandable given its object.


Harry was a sandy-haired boy we’d all had a crush on at one time or another, he was just that universally lovable. Funny when you wanted to laugh, serious as a priest when you needed advice, he didn’t have much in the way of answers so much as an appearance of deep interest in the questions. He made me feel fascinating, not like some quirky girl who thinks too much.


As Harry’s return drew closer, we began collecting Nell and the baby on our way home from school, so she could sit at our house and be distracted by the comforting reliability of our family’s contentiousness. It had been sad enough for her to bring Harry’s son into the world without him near—even worse to know he was dodging bullets and mustard gas somewhere in the midst of the greatest war of all time. Her worry could not be contained for long within the four walls of her tiny apartment, and she preferred to be with us. Baby Harry napped among the nightgowns in the bottom drawer of Gert’s dresser, when he wasn’t exercising his lungs from colic.


The evening we saw the acrobats, Nell had laid him to sleep, leaving Dad to listen for his cry. Dad didn’t mind. He’d just turn up the volume on his phonograph and walk the squalling baby around the living room, as he’d done with us when we were little.


There were four young men in the acrobat troupe, all dressed in black tights and red satin tops. One had thighs and a neck the girth of a telephone pole. He served as the foundation for the amazing acts of strength and agility, casually flipping another man up and into the air or over his shoulder. Two were of middling size, while the last was small and lithe. He was the ball with which they played, curling his head tightly into his bent knees as they tossed him around the stage. I stared in wonder, imagining how exhilarating it must feel to sail through the air like that. As a tiny girl I had always loved when Dad had swung me around, grasping one ankle and wrist, while the rest of me pretended to fly.


For the finale, the strong one lifted the medium-sized men onto his shoulders, the two gripping each other as they stood, outer legs extended. The opera house piano player banged out a staccato rhythm, notes climbing steadily higher to match the ascent of the acrobats. The small one climbed like a monkey up the tree of his comrades, and in a feat of true daring and skill, tightrope-walked back and forth across the clasped hands of the middle two. Then he faced the audience and held his arms outstretched, and the piano banged out a full-throated ta-da!


We were becoming attuned to the range of audience reaction: groans, boos, and extended trips to the lavatories; listless, tepid clapping; respectable applause; and finally booming ovations accompanied by hoots and cheers. The rafters practically shook for these acrobat boys as the audience clapped and stomped their approval.


I glanced to Gert, knowing her veto would carry the day. At the same moment, she glanced to me and raised an eyebrow in question.


Oh yes, I thought with a quick nod, absolutely yes!


Mother leaned toward Gert and me. “Think how that would go over with girls in pretty costumes.”


At eighteen, Gert was built like a roller coaster: all curves, and just as exciting, if men’s wolfish looks were any indication. Her blue gemstone eyes flashed as she considered those outfits—the satiny snugness, the brevity. Oh how her womanly features would shine.


“You’d be perfect as the small one,” she said to me. “And Kit would be the strong one at the bottom.”


And you would be the pretty one in the center of it all, I thought. As usual.


After school the next day, I trod my well-worn path to the Johnson City Public Library and asked Miss Sneeden, the librarian, where I might find a book on acrobatics.


“My goodness, Winnie,” she said with a little smile. “That’s quite a departure from your usual fare.”


“Yes . . . well,” I stammered. “It’s good to broaden one’s horizons.”


My horizons were approaching the width of the Adirondacks, I giggled to myself, as I pored through tomes on gymnastics, tumbling and acrobatics, studying scantily clad athletes in wondrous feats of coordination. I chose two books that seemed to be the most instructive.


“Where’ve you been?” whined Kit when I arrived home. “I had to do your chores and mine!” But when I showed her the books, she sat right down on the floor to page through them.


“Books? You’ve got to be kidding,” Gert muttered as she peered over Kit’s shoulder, but she studied the pictures just as intently.


The next day, we began our first faltering steps toward becoming the Tumbling Turner Sisters. We started with simple childish moves in our tiny backyard, our muscles seeming somehow to remember the hours we’d spent as little girls practicing handstands, cartwheels, and somersaults. We returned to the books again and again for instruction and inspiration.


“Look at Kit,” Mother said as our youngest sister cartwheeled over and over around the backyard. “Maybe she’ll be our star.”


Gert stiffened, then affected a careless shrug. “Maybe.”


Oh, Gertie, I thought, stifling a grin, she’s playing you like a piano.


Gert had always been the most coordinated of the three of us—and the most tenacious. She soon taught herself to handspring, flipping over from a handstand and, with one of us “spotting” her with an arm under her back, as the books indicated, nudging her back to her feet. Neither Kit nor I could manage it, and I worried that Gert’s natural competitiveness would be satisfied and she’d get bored. Happily, this was not to be the case.


“Come on, now, no time for rest,” she chided us, pushing a golden lock off her sweaty cheek. “We’ve got to learn that leapfrogging thing.” This involved running up behind the first girl, jumping up and pushing off her shoulders, while she ducked down just enough to allow the leap. Then that second girl stood still while the third girl performed two leaps over the first two. The first girl would then become the leaper, and so on.


It was impossible to do in our calf-length skirts, so we took them off and practiced in our drawers between the sheets on the clothesline, lest we be spotted by a nosy neighbor. Even then it was hard. We weren’t always ladylike, yelling things like “Son of a gun!” and “Get your darn armpit out of my face!”


Day after day, we practiced, adding the simpler stunts from the book. We were terrible at first, but Mother’s prodding and Gert’s ambition inspired a level of perseverance that produced results. After six weeks, we had an act of five minutes in duration. It was far from smooth, but at least we knew what it was supposed to look like if it were ever to be performed by real acrobats.


The whole effort stalled out in October of that year, 1918, a particularly somber time for the world. I guess it’s safe to say that at any given moment it’s a somber time for somebody. In 1906, there was that big earthquake out in San Francisco, and that put everyone in a fright. The rest of the country had a sympathy response, of course—there but for the grace of God goes my own city—but then the whole thing passed from consciousness relatively quickly. Of course, I was only two at the time, so it didn’t pass through my consciousness at all.


The fall of 1918 was different. There wasn’t a corner of the world that hadn’t felt the doubled and tripled efforts of Death’s collection department. The Spanish flu launched its worldwide attack, carrying off somewhere on the order of fifty million souls, many of them young and healthy. The Great War caused the death or wounding of another thirty-seven million. It was hard to fathom, and I wondered if God might just have become fed up with the lot of us.


We Turners were surprised by our own uncharacteristic good luck. None of us had caught the Spanish flu, and Nell’s husband, Harry, had survived the war, despite the terrifying atrocities of mustard gas and trench warfare. We felt uncommonly blessed.


Nell received word that he would return in mid-October, and from then on, she refused to leave her little apartment even for a walk in the crisp fall air. “I just want his homecoming to be perfect,” she insisted. “He’s been in a war, for goodness’ sake. Living in filthy trenches with only rations to eat, men blown to bits right in front of him. Is it so much to ask that his loving wife is here to greet him?”


Kit, Gert, and I took turns running her errands, keeping her company, and begging her to relax. It was my turn that day.


We sat on the sofa, two-month-old Harry Jr. snoozing in her lap, his tiny baby snores like the purr of a content kitten. Nell started in on one of her repetitive habits. “Won’t he just love the baby?” she asked. It was her personal incantation, as if that one phrase uttered at least five times a day would bring her husband home safe.


I forced a smile. “I can’t wait to see the look on his face.”


There was a knock at the door and we both jumped up, Nell jostling the baby so he woke squalling. “Oh!” Nell panted. She handed him to me, then took him back. Handed him over again, smoothed her disheveled hair to no noticeable effect, then took him again.


“Should I leave?” I whispered frantically, my heart pounding with excitement.


“No! Yes! No!” She jiggled the baby wildly and his bawling quieted to a confused, slightly dizzy blubbering. “Well, maybe after a minute.”


She hurried to the door and opened it wide, her body expanding with breath to issue the happiest possible welcome to her beloved and long-awaited husband, and to proudly introduce him to his son.


A man in uniform stood on the doorstep.


It was not Harry. And the uniform was not military.


“Oh . . . ,” Nell said, deflating in bewilderment. “Are you . . . are you lost?”


He was young, the skin on his face an angry pink color from the newness of shaving. Or possibly it was the shame of knowing his job involved being the wrongest possible person to knock on anyone’s door.


“Mrs. Herkimer?” he said.


“Yes?”


He handed her the telegram. That’s when I knew for sure. Dread crashed into me like a bomber shot out of the sky.


“Thank you,” she said, searching the pocket of her skirt for a coin to give him.


“That’s okay, ma’am. No need.” He glanced to me, then quickly retreated.


Nell stood at the door, the whimpering baby on her hip, the telegram in her hand.


I knew she knew. She had to know.


But I also knew that she was trying mightily not to know, to elongate those last few moments of her life before she would know for deadly certain that she was now a twenty-two-year-old widow.


“Take the baby,” she whispered.


I got hold of him just before she crumpled to her knees.


Harry had died of Spanish flu on the train home. Two days later Nell received a letter dated from the week before. “The next time you hear from me, it will be with my own voice, sweetheart!” he wrote. He’d made it through the war without a scratch. “Not so much as a bug bite!”


A happy letter never made a family cry so hard in the history of the world. In a way, he’d belonged to all of us, and we all wept at the loss, our hearts breaking anew with every smile from baby Harry. Even Gert.


Nell gave up the little apartment on Floral Avenue. She couldn’t afford it, and couldn’t stand to be there alone anyway. She moved back in with us, back to sharing a small, slope-ceilinged room with Gert, back to life as one of the Turner girls. Her escape had been short-lived.


In November baby Harry’s colic seemed to get worse, not better, and his sobbing made it harder to keep our own in check. Nell could barely stand it for more than a few minutes, so the rest of us passed him around like a game of eeny, meeny, miny, moe. Even a saint can only hold a squalling baby for so long, never mind a brokenhearted one.


December 25, 1918, went right by as if it were any other day. Dad never got around to hauling in a tree, and no one asked why not. There were no gifts except a toy or two for the baby, and these were handed over unwrapped, almost apologetically. The poor child’s first Christmas should have been brimming with joy and excitement—our very own live infant with whom to celebrate the birth of Mary’s Child, the Christian world’s collective baby.


But it was just too sad. And that’s all.
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GERT


It takes 20 years to make an overnight success.


—Eddie Cantor, singer, comedian, and minstrel


I spent New Year’s Eve with Roy, but not out putting on the ritz or anything. We worked the late shift at J. J. Wiley’s, then we drove down to Quaker Lake with a bottle of hooch and watched the sun come up.


It’s 1919, I thought as the sky grew pink. A brand-new year. And it damned well better be an improvement over the last one.


Three weeks later, as we waited for Mother, Winnie, and Dad to get back from the hospital with his mangled hand, I watched the sky go from gray to pink again, and thought what an idiot I’d been even to hope for better days.


After Mother made her pronouncement about resurrecting the act, Winnie, Kit, and I went to school, since we couldn’t think of what else to do. School, of all the useless things.


Dad went to work to tell them he wouldn’t be back for a while. And that was that.


No money—even less than the no money we were used to. I figured we’d all end up at the cigar factory, working twelve-hour shifts, coming home smelling like dead weeds. Of course Mother would’ve had us laying railroad track with the Chinese before letting us work in a factory. After the Binghamton Clothing Factory fire, she thought every mill was a haystack waiting for a lit match. All those poor dead girls. I was fourteen at the time, and knew three girls with older sisters who’d never made it out. There were so many dead they’d held the funeral service in the Stone Opera House.


“Nell should get a job,” I said as we walked home from school that afternoon.


“She’s nursing,” said Winnie. “How’s she going to feed the baby and work all day?”


“Well, we’ve all got part-time jobs except her. And she’s got two mouths to feed, not just one.” I’ll admit I was never one to coat a sour subject like a candy apple.


“He’s five months old, for goodness’ sake! All he eats is a little mashed banana and oatmeal. And how can you talk about him that way? He’s not just hers—he’s ours.”


“Yes, well, what’s our baby going to eat when we’re all living at the Broome County Poor Farm, I’d like to know!”


When we got home, Mother sat at her usual perch on the end of the sofa, her mending laid out like the train of a ball gown. She took in odd sewing jobs, and I wondered who in our neighborhood even owned a black satin gown, much less one that had been worn so often it needed fixing.


“What’s all this?” I said.


“Costumes,” Mother replied, teeth clenched onto a couple of straight pins.


Winnie looked at me; I looked at the fabric. It was from the aprons that had ruffled the prissy feathers of the Ladies’ Guild. Mother took the pins out of her mouth. “Nell’s out back trying to straighten out her cartwheel. Go help her.”


“Where’s the baby?”


“Dad’s giving his cradle a rock upstairs.” Her lip flattened. “You only need one hand for that.”


It was warm for January (by which I mean above freezing) and we worked all afternoon in the yard, cooking up ways to add Nell to the act. We hadn’t practiced for three full months, since Harry died, and at first we could barely remember the act, much less perform it without crumpling to the ground every other minute. I never had so many bruises in all my life.


Nell was surprisingly good at splits, which the rest of us hadn’t yet conquered. Maybe it was because she’d gotten so thin that her muscles didn’t pull as tight anymore. She could do a full side split without trying too hard. We put that right into the act, of course.


We tried to teach her our leapfrog routine, but she didn’t clear Kit’s head and fell face-first into the brown grass. When she picked herself up, the front of her blouse was damp where her bosoms had leaked. Right on cue, a squawk rose from the upstairs bedroom.


“Little bloodhound can probably smell his dinner,” I muttered. Winnie shot me a look, virtue wrapped around her like an old lady’s shawl, as usual.


Nell limped toward the house, and Winnie helped her up the steps to the back door. “Are you sure you want to keep at it?” she asked. “No one would fault you for bowing out.”


“Mother says there’s a purse to be won at the Kalurah Talent Show, and I want to help if I can. I have to do something. I have no husband to pay my way anymore.”


I’ll admit, it got to me. She’d found her way to her brand of bliss, and through no fault of her own, she was suddenly more miserable than she’d ever been in her life.


I never want to feel like that, I thought. Not for the life of me.


“Stop lollygagging!” Mother called from the window. “You’ve got to get that jump right, or we’ll be the butt of every joke in Broome County.”


We practiced every free moment. When the snow flew we dragged the sofa and old wing-back chair out onto the front porch and took over the living room. Dad had to sit on the edge of his bed and hold the phonograph on his lap to listen to it at night.


There was a lot of crying, which was irritating. But I suppose it wasn’t all about the bumps and twisted ankles. The whole thing was such a roll of the dice. We might win a purse or two at local talent and variety shows, but there was just as much chance that we wouldn’t make a plug nickel. Then we’d be broke and bruised.


The costumes Mother made were scandalous. They had little cap sleeves, low rounded necklines, and fluttering skirts that fell only to our knees. We couldn’t wear corsets under them, either. Every lace and bone poked out like a shadow corset in satin, and we snickered at the tawdriness of it. Kit’s looked good, though—at thirteen, she didn’t wear a corset yet, and the snug fabric held everything in place just fine.


“I’ll add extra lining at the bosom,” said Mother. “And no one better gain a pound.”


It really improved the act—suddenly we could bend and twirl with freedom. Besides, it felt secretly delicious to be rid of the vise-grip corset that squeezed every rib so I could barely take a full breath, and have only the soft fabric against my skin.


The next week, we rode the trolley to Endicott, our scant costumes hidden under long coats. The Kalurah Shriners’ Temple was a huge building of blond brick, with a half-circle drive and three sets of glass double doors. We couldn’t figure out where to go at first, and asked a man with a high brimless hat made of stiff red felt. Kalurah was embroidered above a curved sword and the face of the sphinx. A ridiculous yellow tassel bobbed from the top.


“Performers, I assume?” he said.


Pride bloomed in my chest. We’d worked hard to turn ourselves from schoolgirls (or in Nell’s case, a mother) into sparkling entertainers. For eight minutes—with Nell, the act had several new stunts—we would put on quite a show. We were performers, all right.


But the man’s look wasn’t admiring. It was haughty. Well-bred young women didn’t wear skimpy costumes and prance around with their legs covered only in flesh-toned tights for all the world to see. I’d been on the business end of disapproving looks before, of course. Girls who turn men’s heads always are. But this was a new flavor of damnation I hadn’t tasted before.


When the show began, we waited backstage, fidgety with nerves. Winnie did her weird little tapping thing, pecking at the knuckles of one hand with the fingertips of the other. Nell bit her cuticles and Kit shifted back and forth on her feet. I crossed my arms so tight that my hands started to tingle. To distract ourselves, we watched a tiny girl dressed as a ballerina practice prancing on the tips of her toes, as her mother hissed at her to spin faster and kick higher


“My, isn’t she cute,” Mother said, nodding to the little girl’s mother.


The other woman put on a snooty face. “She’s more than cute. She’s talented.”


Mother’s eyes went steely. “She’s certainly good at following orders, I’ll give her that.”


The woman turned her back on Mother and steered her little puppet to another corner of the backstage. Mother gave her own haughty smile and murmured to us, “We all want that big purse. It’s war.” She didn’t seem to notice that Nell flinched at the word.


We kept to ourselves after that, and focused on the competition. A pair of jugglers tossed everything from cleavers to Wedgwood china between them. A ventriloquist threw his voice into a dummy of President Taft, telling jokes that were stale as week-old bread. The country had been through so much since 1912 it was hard to remember what had been funny back then.


Finally, the master of ceremonies announced, “The Tumbling Turner Sisters!” and I felt my stomach clench. It was our first real performance—maybe our last, if we flopped.


Our act began with Nell cartwheeling onto the stage, skirt flying through the air. I followed with handsprings and landed next to her, hands on hips. Then Kit trudged onstage lugging a large suitcase in her downstage hand, which we’d rigged with an internal latch. When Kit set the suitcase down, Winnie undid the latch, the lid flew open, and she rolled out onto the stage, landing with one knee down, arms outstretched.


Someday if I live to be very old and my mind starts to go, I might forget the stories of my life, maybe even the names of my sisters. But to my last breath, I will remember the wave of applause that crashed at our feet in those first few moments onstage.


We’re a hit, I thought, and we haven’t even begun!


It wasn’t a perfect performance, though. Kit didn’t crouch low enough during the leapfrog bit, and Nell once again went sprawling. For our finale, Kit held her legs wide, knees bent, while Nell and I balanced on her thighs. Then Winnie climbed up and was supposed to stand on Kit’s shoulders. She must’ve gotten scared or some fool thing, because I could feel her tremble. Instead of standing she knelt.


“Get up,” I hissed, stage smile frozen to my lips. “Stand up.”


But she just put her hands in the air, the signal for the stunt’s finish, then slid off the back. We all bounded to our places in order of height, held hands, and curtsied. To our shocked delight, the audience clapped and clapped. At the judges’ table, four men in silly red fezzes smiled and nodded. My heart pounded. Would we place in the top three acts and take home a purse?


“Curtsy again!” I whispered, and the others obeyed. We kept our hands clenched tightly as we trotted offstage, as if we might float away without the others for ballast. Backstage we grinned like fools, mouths covered by sweaty palms to keep the other acts from seeing how giddy we were. Even Nell smiled.


The next act was a boy whose tap dancing was so sloppy the audience barely bothered to clap. Then an older woman with bosoms like loaded saddle bags sang “Bicycle Built for Two” as if it were tragic opera. You’ll look sweet upon the seat sounded like a plea, as if the words or I’ll die of consumption would come next.


“Nothing to worry about there,” Mother whispered.


At the end of the show, the judges put their heads together, yellow tassels dangling in one another’s faces, and we were all herded onstage to learn our fate. The master of ceremonies, a fat man with wobbling jowls, gripped a card in his hand. “Ladies and gentlemen, let’s have another ovation for all of these highly talented performers, in thanks for the evening of joy and merriment they have so graciously provided!” The audience gave a forced round of applause.


Oh, get on with it, I thought.


“Each and every one of these men, women, and children has performed charmingly, and should consider themselves honorably mentioned here at the Kalurah Temple Amateur Talent Night. However, only three acts have been selected for the highest honors of third, second, and first place, with corresponding purses of five, fifteen, and twenty-five dollars, respectively.”


Twenty-five dollars. That would cover almost a month’s rent. The Turner sisters’ hands gripped one another, strung together like human Christmas lights.


“Achieving the honor of third place . . .” He paused dramatically, and it was all I could do not to take off my slipper and throw it at him. “. . . Betty Ann Bartholemew, our little ballerina!”


Betty Ann’s mother let out a shriek and hurried forward with the toddler slung over her shoulder, thumb in mouth, tiny feet dangling back and forth, as her mother stuck her chin out triumphantly. I couldn’t help but think the poor tyke had years of misery ahead of her, with such a harpy for a mother.


“Our second-place honor goes to . . . the Juggling Stephanacci Brothers!”


As they shuffled forward to accept their purse, Mother whispered giddily, “That’s it, we’ve won! They were the only real competition.”


“And now, for our highest and most prestigious honor, bestowed upon the contestant with the greatest talent of all those gathered here . . .”


Kit gave a little squeal and took a step forward.


“. . . our own Mrs. Beryl Jorgenson, wife of brother Shriner Karl Jorgenson, who gave such a stupendous performance of “Bicycle Built for Two’! Mrs. Jorgenson,” rumbled the master of ceremonies, “won’t you do us the kindness of reprising your song?”


I thought the roof of the temple might just crack open with the gust of hot air she blew, singing “Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer, do . . .” The crowd began to sing along, and it was then that I noticed how many silly red hats there were in that audience. “I’m half crazy, all for the love of you!”


I’m half crazy, I thought. And I’ll go completely mad if I stay here one more minute.


Performers began to slip away, and we followed the unhappy herd to the dressing rooms to get our things, and right out the door to the street. As we all stewed on the rent money we hadn’t made, the only sound was an occasional sniffle from Kit. At thirteen, a girl just isn’t prepared for the kind of unfairness this world is ready to hand out every single day of the week.


We were just sitting down to a skimpy dinner the next night when there was a knock at the door.


“Morty Birnbaum!” said the small man, his voice scratchy and insistent. He stuck out his hand and pressed a business card on my mother. “Boy, are you all hard to find! I had to go through all the Turners in Johnson City. You got a lotta cousins?”


Mother blinked at him, dumbfounded, and that’s not a common occurrence.


“You’re the Tumbling Turners, am I right? You’d better be, because you’re the last address on my list.” He leaned his big nose around her and into the house. “That’s a lotta girls you got there. Yep. This must be the place.” He eyed the empty living room, and the kitchen table set for dinner. “Ah, now look, don’t let me keep you from your supper. I’ll just wait outside on the porch till you’re done. I notice you’ve got some comfortable-looking furniture out there.”


Mother glanced down at the business card in her hand, then passed it quickly to me. “Oh, Mr. Birnbaum, we can’t have that. Of course you’ll join us!” She cut her eyes to Kit and muttered, “Set another place, and get your father away from that phonograph!”


I looked down at his card. Morton G. Birnbaum Talent Agency, it said, and below it, Morton G. Birnbaum, President. There was an address in New York—on Broadway!


“How long are you in town, Mr. Birnbaum?” I asked brightly, taking the hat from his hand and the coat from his back.


“Oh, it all depends. Especially in this business!” He let out a harsh little barking laugh. The way he slouched, I wondered if he’d have a humpback when he was old. Unless he was old already. It was hard to tell. He was short and balding, with muddy-colored wisps of hair pomaded over the top, and his brown suit certainly hadn’t seen a good pressing anytime in the recent past.


Our dinner was patties made from lima beans, eggs, and bread crumbs sautéed in bacon grease. Mother was mortified, but Mr. Birnbaum didn’t seem to mind. When he wasn’t talking he was hoisting forkload after forkload into his thin-lipped mouth.


“So, it’s like this,” he said between bites. “I travel around, I see an act with potential—like I saw you girls at the Kalurah—I offer my services. You don’t want my services? No problem. There’s always another act that does. And there’s no guarantees, you understand. I get you a tryout at a small-time theatre to see how you do. If the manager likes you, we build from there.”


“What would it pay?” asked Mother, and I cringed. She didn’t see life as a chess match. She saw it as a shootout, and always tried to be the quickest draw.


Birnbaum sucked some beans out of his teeth and chewed a little more. I thought I caught a shadow of a smile behind all that chomping. “Well, now, Mrs. Turner, that remains to be seen. Your girls bring down the house, the sky’s the limit. They fall flat—hah! no pun intended—it’s back to the salt mines for all of us.”


Not you, I thought. Just the Tumbling Turners.


“Do you honestly think we’re good enough?” I asked him.


He eyed me to see if I wanted a straight answer or a fluffy one. He guessed right. “Good? No. Your tumbling ain’t exactly a fireworks show. Good enough? Well, that’s another story. Pretty girls in short skirts sells, even if you’re up there laying bricks. That’s what I’m banking on—that, and you girls picking up some new tricks along the way.”


If we hired him, he would get to work right away, looking for a tryout. This was a half week of continuous shows from eleven in the morning to eleven at night. “There are other acts, of course. You’ll probably only perform five or six times a day. How long’s your act—about ten minutes? That’s like getting paid for only an hour of work!” He’d let us know what the wage was when he cut the deal. “I get ten percent of your take, so believe me, I am highly motivated to get you the best possible dough. You can count on that.”


When he left, we had no idea where he was going—the fancy Arlington Hotel or to sleep in his car, we hadn’t a clue. But he’d be back in the morning for our answer, he said, after he made a few more “house calls.”


Mother nearly tackled him at the mention of that, but I fended her off, smiled my highest-voltage smile, and said, “We’ll look forward to rendezvousing with you in the morning.”


For a man whose color palette only went from brown to gray, it was hard to miss the blush in his cheeks. But it was gone as quickly as it came, and so was he.


“Rendezvousing?” Winnie said with a smirk. “Are we French now?”


“We’re whatever gets the job done,” I said flatly. Birnbaum had changed everything. In my mind, the act went from just another one of Mother’s half-baked schemes to a whole new world of possibility. I didn’t plan to squander it.


“What about school?” said Kit. “If it’s a half week, we’ll have to miss at least a day.” Her eyes brightened. “Maybe three!”


Suddenly Dad spoke up. “I’m not sure about this. He could be one of those shysters you hear about. He talks very fast for a man who appears out of nowhere with no guarantees.”


“No guarantees,” Mother said dryly. “Why, it sounds just like the institution of marriage.”
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WINNIE


It wasn’t a career that I was after. It was just that I wanted a life that didn’t mean spending most of it at the cookstove and the kitchen sink.


—Sophie Tucker, singer


When Mr. Birnbaum explained the tryout, my heart sank. Missing three days of school wasn’t so bad; I could make up the work. But what if there were more engagements? Mother’s goal had always been vaudeville, but I’d never actually thought it would happen. Oh, we might win some purses, enough to tide us over until Dad could go back to work. But if we began to travel, and I didn’t finish high school, I’d never make it to college. And yet, if I didn’t make a boodle somehow, I wouldn’t get there anyway.


College. It was my deepest, darkest secret. Assuming I could convince my parents to let me go—an assumption so vast that if it were to fall off a cliff into the ocean, it would cause a tidal wave of historic proportion—the answer would still have been no because of the money. Cornell, the college of my dreams, would cost two hundred dollars. Per year. And that’s without factoring in luxuries such as room, board, and books. In 1919, I was a junior in high school, and figured I had a year to come up with a plan. Or to stumble upon a bag of gold coins.


I couldn’t sleep that night, my mind revolving on a carousel of unanswerable questions.


Could we wait until summer so we could finish the school year, at least?


But what if Mr. Birnbaum goes on his way, and we never get another chance?


What if Dad’s hand never gets better and this becomes our only source of income?


Kit snored beside me in the double bed we shared, probably sweet-dreaming about three days off from being teased about her height. I slipped out of our room and across the hall, hoping Nell was up with little Harry, and she’d help me untangle my snaking thoughts. But she was fast asleep, the baby content in his cradle.


From the other bed, Gert glared. What are you doing? she mouthed.


Desperate to talk to someone—even Gert—I whispered, “Are you worried about all this business?”


“No.” It was a lie. She was just annoyed with me for asking.


“Don’t you want to graduate?” I said. “You’ve only got half a year left.”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because I want a life, Winnie, a chance for something different. You’re not planning to hang around and marry some shoemaker, either, so don’t act like you are.”


“How do you know?” I’d certainly never confided in her—we didn’t even like each other.


She didn’t dignify this with a response, only said, “You think Birnbaum’s on the level?”


“Hard to say. I’ve never met anyone like him. You?”


“Oh, I’ve met plenty like him. They offer you something, but it’s only so they can get a payout themselves. At least he doesn’t hide it.”


I ruminated on this a moment. “Gert? I don’t want to do it. I just want to stay in school.”


In the blue-gray light I saw her eyes flash with fury. “Then you’ll never get out of here, and you’ll ruin it for the rest of us, too!” She rolled over and turned her back on me.


The next morning Mr. Birnbaum returned with a contract, and Mother, Nell, and Gert signed it. Because Kit and I were minors, our signatures weren’t required. In fact, no one even asked our opinion on the matter. The entire course of my life changed without a single word of discussion.


It had been almost two weeks since Dad’s accident. Mother wouldn’t take him to get the stitches out; she said he could damn well go by himself. She was disgusted with him for imperiling our family over a bar fight, certainly, yet she tied his shoes and buttoned his buttons, even undid his belt when he needed to use the bathroom. He never said a word of thanks. But then, Dad rarely said a word of anything if he wasn’t spoken to first.


Besides, with her squeamish nature, it was no surprise she wouldn’t accompany him to the hospital. I had been the one to change his dressings, and I’ll admit the first look at all those black threads crisscrossing his fingers bloated with pus made me wince. But you get used to these things. At least I did.


I knew what infection could do. Sometimes a woman who’d had a cesarean section would return to the hospital with red streaks up her belly, especially if she had no mother or sister to help her. One woman came in with an infected wound and a husband with a gash on his head. He’d tried to help, took one look, and fainted to the floor. The nurses snickered about that for weeks.


I took Dad to Lourdes Hospital myself. I told him that I wanted to see the stitches come out, but I doubted they’d let me go in with him. “They’ll think I’m too young or squeamish, but I’m not.”


When the nurse called his name, Dad took my hand and strode toward her. She was plump and plain, gripping his chart as if it’d been her best reason to get up that morning. A plain girl with a good figure gets along okay in this world; so does a plump girl with shiny hair and bright eyes, or some similar attractive combination. Both plain and plump can be a difficult hand of cards to play.


“Your little girl will have to wait outside.” Her voice rang with officiousness.


“She’s seventeen,” Dad said with as much firmness as he possessed, which is to say, not very much. “I get real anxious, and I might go a little haywire. She’ll help me stay calm.”


The nurse shook her head. “I’m afraid that runs contrary to every rule—”


Dad began to breathe quickly. “Oh dear . . . ,” he panted. “Oh my . . . ,” He mopped his brow, though there wasn’t a bead of sweat on it.


“Now, now . . . ,” the nurse stammered. “All right, she can come.”


He gave my hand a little squeeze, and I had to hold myself back from kissing his cheek.


The doctor was pleased with the state of Dad’s wounds. “I see you’ve been keeping them clean and well dressed,” he said.


“I have my Winnie to thank for that.” Dad patted my arm with his good left hand.


The doctor gave me a nod. “You might consider a career in nursing, if you can’t find a man to marry you.”


Standing beside him, the nurse’s face remained placid, but pink splotches arose on her neck. There was no ring on her finger, and I guessed that people were starting to call her an old maid behind her back. I also guessed that she was acutely aware of this possibility. I had a sudden inclination to pinch that doctor quite hard.


When the doctor finished snipping at the black threads, my father’s hand seemed to have tiny railroad tracks running every which way, and his index finger was bowed crookedly toward the others. He couldn’t even make a fist. The doctor said he might still regain almost full use of his fingers, though his hand strength would never be the same. I was grateful for the doctor’s thoroughness and encouragement. But I still disliked him for the way he shamed that nurse.


I suppose I felt a bit of worry, as well as indignation. I was small and slight, though not entirely without physical merit. I didn’t have Gert’s curves or citrus blond hair, but my nose was straight and my light brown hair curled enough not to look like a broom. Gert herself had once pronounced my green eyes “pretty, especially if you like the look of an empty bottle of ale.”


Everyone likes to think they might be appealing to someone, somewhere, and hopes that person has all of his mental faculties, most of his teeth, and might even be kind and lovable, too. I had yet to find any evidence that this person existed for me, and I had my doubts about it. What did I have to offer, after all? I wasn’t beautiful or coy, and my vocabulary alone was enough to make most boys scratch the backs of their necks and eventually turn to talk to someone else.


“Dad?” I said as we walked home. “How did you know you wanted to marry Mother?”


A glimmer of a smile peeked out from his normally stoic expression. I couldn’t tell if it was happy or sad. Then he sighed. “Well, you know, I grew up in a pretty quiet place.”


He’d told us about it when we girls had demanded stories of his boyhood. He was raised outside of Theresa, New York, in the far north of the state, which is to say (in the kindest possible terms) off the beaten path. His family’s farm never did that well, but mostly faltered along like a drunken monk—solemnly, with devotion, but without any actual direction in mind.


“We Turners were a pretty quiet bunch,” he went on. “It was silence within stillness, and I guess I needed to find some noise. So I moved to Albany and met your mother. She was . . . well, maybe the word for her is boisterous.” It occurred to me that his choice of mate was the only truly complicated thing he’d ever done, and its repercussions were many.


“And why . . . um, well, why do you think she . . . um . . .”


He chuckled at my stammering. “Why did she marry me? Well, I suppose it started with your grandparents. They were very strict, never let the leash out. And your Mother . . . well, she needs a long leash, doesn’t she? Room to speak her mind, and have ideas. I give her that.” He raised his chin a little. “I have always given her that.”
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