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For my mother-in-law, the late Irene Branislova Weislik Mehuron, who loved me exactly as God made me. In the process, she set me free.









“And you know that tilt-a-whirl down on the south beach drag


I got on it last night and my shirt got caught


And they kept me spinnin’


Didn’t think I’d ever get off . . .”


—Bruce Springsteen















Chapter 1

Growin’ Up







I stopped whistling when I saw our parish priest sitting in our kitchen. Had someone died? But Father Murphy, hunched over a cup of coffee at our red-flecked, chipped Formica table, looked quite comfortable. Serene, even.


I wished I had my camera with me. With the late-afternoon sun pouring through the kitchen window, he looked like he was glowing. Like an angel. Not a quality I usually associated with any other priest.


Mom was fixing Father a grilled cheese sandwich. My stomach growled at the buttery-browned aroma. “Hi, Mom.”


No response. Huh. Had I already done something to displease her? Every day I spent with her lately included the possibility I would have to walk on eggshells. At almost eighteen, I spent a great deal of time fantasizing about escaping the orbit of Mrs. Sheila O’Connor. I could never be the daughter she wanted. With my shock of frizzy bright red hair and ungainly height of five feet eleven, I was a walking disappointment.


“Stand up straight, Maeve,” she growled over her shoulder.


I liked pants and simple collared shirts. She favored frilly dresses and blouses. I enjoyed the competition of playing sports. She wanted me to learn how to sew. And although I didn’t need one—my chest was as flat as my brothers’—she forced me to wear a bra, which I thought clashed with my tomboy attire. How would I ever figure out my place in the world living here? But I was her only chance at producing a girly girl steeped in Irish Catholic dogma.


I had a big secret, one that turned my stomach. I wasn’t like the other girls I knew. Although I didn’t yet know where I fit in, I knew I wasn’t cut out to be a housewife. And that was the only thing Catholic girls were supposed to aspire to. This knowledge tormented me.


Though it wasn’t unheard of for the good Father Murphy to stop in for a visit, it wasn’t common either. This was a special occasion, which was why Mom was making him something hot to eat even though it was past lunch and far too early for dinner.


I dropped my schoolbooks on the bench beneath the wall phone and squeezed Father’s shoulder on my way by before sitting across from him. He scratched nervously at the back of his neck. It was too hot in here for him to still be wearing his priest’s jacket. The standing white collar of his shirt was bad enough. I pointed to the pegs of the mudroom and lifted my hands in question. He slipped the jacket off and I jumped up to hang it on the nearest peg.


Leaning heavily on his forearms, he carefully removed his wire-rimmed glasses and rubbed the lenses with a cloth. His eyes were puffy, rheumy, and he looked exhausted—perhaps from all he had seen in his long life. My heart swelled with tenderness as I sat back down across from him.


“Father Murphy. I wasn’t expecting to see you when I walked through the door.”


“He’s been waiting for you,” Mom bleated as she flipped the grilled sandwich over on the cast iron surface. It sizzled and my mouth watered. I was always starving by the time I got home from school.


Her brusqueness made me scratch my head. “There’s only one bus we can take home. It’s not like I have a choice of arrival times.”


Mom sniffed loudly. “It’s just like you to dillydally.”


“I wasn’t dillying or dallying, Mom,” I protested. “Try to give me a break for once. As you always remind me—we have company, so we should be on our best behavior.”


Father patted my hand and raised his eyebrows at Mom’s back. He then turned and waggled them at me, one at a time. It made me giggle—and I am not really the giggling type. He floored me. How well he could work those tiny muscles on his forehead. It cracked me up every time.


Father Murphy took a sip from his brown crockery coffee cup and lightly smacked his lips. “I’ve come to tell you something, Maeve. First of all, thank you for the pictures you did for the monthly newsletter.” From deep in his pants pocket, he took out a folded copy and laid it out in front of me.


I tilted my head, examining the layout. It looked pretty good, although the photograph in the middle of the page was disappointing. “I’m sorry about the lighting in the cafeteria,” I said. “It was late afternoon, and I didn’t have the right film.”


“Nonsense, it’s perfectly fine. And the others are wonderful.”


“Thank you.” I smiled. His praise warmed me inside. Father Murphy had known me for as long as I could remember, and I trusted his judgment. If he thought my work was good, that was good enough for me.


“There’s something else.” He fumbled around in his opposite pocket, dug a paper out, and handed it to me.


I unfolded the page with a touch of awe, and when I saw what was printed on it my breath caught in my throat and my bones turned to jelly. A photography competition for graduating high school seniors: the New York Area Photo Contest.


He winked at me. “I thought of you right away.”


The existence of such a contest was surely divine intervention. A chill went through me as I made the sign of the cross.


“Maeve!” Mom scolded. “You shouldn’t try to involve God in your little goings-on. He has more important things to do.”


She could say what she wanted; this little contest was going to be vital to me. My ticket out of our conservative, North Jersey, Irish Catholic suburban house. I leaned in and read some more details. You only got to submit six pictures. How to make a strong impression with only six images? If I won, I would not only be published nationally in Look magazine, I would also get a full scholarship to the School of Visual Arts in Manhattan. My dream school. My mother and father would never let me apply under normal circumstances. No one we knew expected to put food on the table by being an artist. It just wasn’t done. But if I got a scholarship, how could they tell me no?


My heart raced as I read down to the fine print at the bottom of the page. The scholarship money was contingent on my grades being up to par. My lips curled into a contented smile.


There was no question in my mind that my permanent transcript was better than par. It wasn’t even close to anything you could consider average. All through my high school years I’d made sure my grades were exemplary, because I knew that grades, SAT scores, and references were the yellow brick road leading to the School of Visual Arts. Becoming a photographer was my life’s ambition. It was all that mattered.


And living in New York City? It would be the perfect antidote to my upbringing in this house. All that was so wholesomely boring about me would melt away. Yes, I would still be tall and gawky, but in the freedom of the city I could finally become the artist I longed to be. Was meant to be. I bet there was even a stylist there who could do something with my mop of hair. New York had everything.


My hands trembled. If Father hadn’t brought this flyer to me, I would have missed out on the opportunity. I hadn’t heard anything about it.


I looked over the top of the paper and into his eyes. “How . . . did you know what this would mean to me?”


He discreetly reached up to wipe a teardrop away before it could escape from his eye and stream down his cheek. Everyone knew he was a wonderful painter; his work with oils was particularly masterful. Perhaps he had a good idea of the agony my aspirations caused me. Perhaps those pictures for the school and the church made him realize it wasn’t just a hobby. Nuns and priests are always talking about their avocation to God. Could he have figured out that photography was my true calling?


Beyond that, though, I suspected he also had an idea of my big secret. Maybe had one of his own.


“You told me years ago what you wanted to do with your life,” Father said. “It has always seemed like a reasonable goal. You’re very gifted, Maeve. I stay in touch with some of the colleges for some of our congregation’s children . . . the special ones.”


I gulped in a ragged breath of gratitude. I couldn’t wait to tell Cassie about all of this. Though we traveled in different circles at school—she was a popular cheerleader and prom queen—she respected my interests and loved me for me. She said that without my help in school, she never would have made it to graduation. A gross exaggeration, but it still made me feel good.


I wanted to savor the moment, but my appreciation for Father Murphy was hacked short when Mom plunked a plate in front of him with a sharp clink. The look on her face was ominous. She pursed her lips and let out an exasperated puff of air. My stomach twisted in knots.


She turned to me, her chin lifted in challenge.


I slumped in despair. She was never going to let this happen, I realized, overcome with frustration. The shabbiness of the kitchen suddenly got to me. The peeling wallpaper was especially bad over the stove and around the sink. I fantasized about ripping it away, and the thought made me smile. I could hear the tearing sound in my head. Satisfying, final. That would squash Mom’s obvious disapproval about the photography contest. That would show her.


Plates, drinking glasses, and the baby’s last bottle taunted me from the sink. Except for me, and occasionally Mom, it seemed no one else in this family of eight was capable of loading the dishwasher. I wasn’t going to let this be my life. No matter what she thought about it.


Mom’s narrowed eyes shifted from me to Father, and she put her hands on her hips. “You’re filling her head with ideas, Father. Believe me, she has enough of her own.” Her gaze returned to me, and she stared at me so long I dropped my eyes to the tabletop. Surely, she suspected my big secret. Maybe she understood my difference better than I did.


Father set his cup down. “Sheila, I have been telling you since this girl was a baby that there is something special about her.”


“Yes, and we’ve been trying to nip it in the bud all along. With no help from you, I might add.”


I gasped. To talk to a priest like that.


He remained impassive as he put the sandwich to his lips, testing the temperature of the steaming bread tentatively. “God doesn’t make mistakes, Sheila. Every one of us is perfect just as we are. Everything is. Just look at that gorgeous garden of yours.”


Shameless flattery; Mom was known for her gardens, and was very proud of them. She crossed her arms in front of her, a haughty expression on her face, as if she were preparing to receive more of his praise and wanted to enjoy every word of it.


“You have a magenta rhododendron,” he said. “You have a white one. Both lush. Equally magnificent in their own way.”


Mom smiled, picturing the blooms.


“Yes, and there’s that one that is a marvel . . . all magenta flowers except for a single branch of white,” Father said reverently. “Just majestic. I’ve never seen anything like it. God’s bounty, you see? All the different varieties.”


Mom suddenly got where he was heading with this line of thought, and she clearly didn’t like it. “More coffee?” she barked.


I couldn’t believe her curt voice. My mouth dropped open. This was our priest, the shepherd of our flock. I had been taught he was literally God’s representative on Earth. Mom was always pointing out my sins, yet here she was, being rude to God. Surely that was a bona fide mortal sin. And a whopper at that.


Father knew just as well as I did that she wasn’t keen on the idea of me becoming a photographer. She’d told me many times that anybody with a camera could take a picture. She clung to this theory even though I had already been published many times in local periodicals and even once in New Jersey Monthly magazine, which was kind of a big deal.


Mom now stood next to Father with her hands clasped in front of her and her eyes downcast, poised like a good Catholic woman in front of her pastor. Perhaps she regretted her outburst. But no, her face was growing redder by the second. That was no look of remorse.


“You know that Maeve’s willful and has a one-track mind,” Mom said. In a hoarse whisper, she choked out, “I’m not sure she can make a good marriage.”


She got me there. Marriage was the last thing I was looking forward to. I had other plans. Many of them.


Mom wanted me to go to a local college and then get what she thought of as a real job. One I could support myself with after a two-year associate’s degree. My profession had to command a living wage that could pay my rent, as apparently I would be alone for the rest of my life.


I put my head down on the table with a sigh. She exhausted me; I was undone. But I was also scheming. There had to be a way out.


The back door flew open and Pop walked in with Mikey, who was carrying baby Tommy. He was so sweet with him, though he was only two years younger than me—already a teenager, usually the age when boys started to become harder. He always said to the baby, “You’re my little buddy, aren’t you, Tom?” It was one of the few things in the world that could choke me up.


Pop’s arrival was right on time. Though I didn’t think for a minute he would take exception with Mom in the presence of Father Murphy, he definitely had a soft spot for my dream.


He hung his service hat on a peg and came to sit with us. He visibly swelled with pride when he spotted my photos in the newsletter, and after perusing the flyer, he patted my cheek lovingly.


Any opportunity that came my way to practice my chosen craft—the town and school newspapers, weddings, bar mitzvahs—I would take it. If someone asked me to shoot photographs, I would say yes. Pop recognized the dedication I put into it. It was a quality he admired greatly.


He ran his huge hands across the papers, smoothing them out, getting ready to tell a story. “Remember, Maeve, when you were a little girl? Just ten, if I recall. You asked me for a darkroom. I told you if you earned half of the money, I would find the rest. And you did. Just a child, but you tracked down every last cent.”


Now it was his turn to wipe away a tear. As I reached out for his hand, I heard my mother click her tongue.


He ignored her. “You’ve done a lot of good with that camera and projector.” He nodded to my mother, engaging her with his wide green eyes. “Isn’t that so, Sheila?”


Mom was still standing next to Father Murphy; it was a rare thing for her to sit down when there was work to be done. She answered Pop carefully. “It’s been a good hobby. It’s kept her out of trouble, I’ll give you that.”


It was family lore that Mikey had to come down to the basement and pound on the door of the utility room where I had my equipment set up every night before dinner—“Maeve! They won’t let us eat until you come upstairs! Come on!”—and Pop said the same thing every night in response to my absence: “She’d rather give up food than those pictures of hers.”


He wouldn’t go so far as to argue with Mom about my career goals. No one ever argued with her. That was the fact of it. Still, he made his point in his own way by telling Father Murphy about Mikey’s nightly pilgrimage down to my darkroom. “It’s the one thing in this crazy world you can count on, Father. We have to drag Maeve away from her pictures. She’d starve if we let her.” He laughed. “And you know what a great cook my wife is.” He looked at me with affection and sighed. “Still, working on those photographs is like breathing to her. She lives for it.”


Mom was now at the sink, washing the frying pan. My eyes boring into her back, I considered her point of view. It might be unconscious on her part, but she definitely had her own selfish reasons for wanting me to commute to the local junior college—so I could be home most nights to help her with the kids. She said she was worried about the money for college tuition. Maybe that was part of it too. Apparently, it was hard raising six kids on a policeman’s salary.


She put the pan on the dish rack, turned, and said something I’d heard many times before. “Maeve is still just an innocent girl—a girl who has no street smarts at all. How could she live in such a big city?”


No street smarts yet, maybe, but I did have smart smarts, which I knew would take me far. “I want to spend the summer at the shore,” I blurted out. The idea had just occurred to me, but now I was desperate for it to happen. For that was where I could find subjects that could win me the photo contest.


I held my breath while Mom, Pop, and Father Murphy exchanged surprised looks. The four judges of the big photo contest were all college professors. This meant the competition was searching for much more than good composition and a competent series of prints. They were looking for artistic vision, a different way of looking at the world. I wasn’t going to get the shots I needed here at home. Not even close.


“Maybe Cassie can go with me,” I said, flailing. They loved Cassie. Everyone did.


Diane Arbus was my all-time hero. If you looked at her work and compared her subjects to the world I lived in, you would think the two couldn’t possibly coexist on the same planet. In fact, the head librarian in town had made me bring a note from my parents before she even allowed me to check out any art books containing her pictures. I forged the note myself, of course, and hid the books in a box out in the loft of the garage, the only place available to me at home that was outside my mother’s purview and away from my five little brothers’ prying eyes.


One epiphany I’d had after spending time with Ms. Arbus’s photographs was that the community I encountered in my daily life did not include a single person who acknowledged being homosexual. I’m not saying there weren’t any. I’m saying they knew enough not to admit it to our conservative majority, for fear of outrage and disapproval. It was possible that such a person’s parents might up and die from the shame alone. And it also struck me hard that Arbus had managed to photograph men who dressed up like women and looked very happy.


Even though I couldn’t put a name to this, and had no idea what the practice would be called, her photos made me suddenly aware that the possibility even existed. It was also possible that it had something to do with my big secret. If what Ms. Arbus was showing me was truth, what else was my small town hiding?


She captured images of strippers, carnival workers, sideshow acts; as the old saying goes, the camera doesn’t lie. These were actual human beings who were raising their families and making their way. They lived somewhere. But I sure wasn’t going to find them in my town in North Jersey. Not in 1972, anyway.


Ms. Arbus opened my eyes; I had to have more. I got the library to order me some photography magazines. They even got a hold of a copy of Andy Warhol’s Interview magazine for me—and that’s where I discovered work by a young staff photographer named Robert Mapplethorpe who was becoming known for, among other things, photographing men together in a way that showcased their intimate feelings for each other. This intrigued me. I pored over his images, studying the lighting and how he framed his shots. The models in one edition were . . . well . . . beautiful. Luminous. They gave me a new sensation. A thrill. Stimulated me in some way I hadn’t known before. Put a fullness in my belly . . . and other parts farther south, to be honest. It was exciting. Even famous people looked into his lens comfortably, as if they trusted him as a friend. As if he was loved.


With Arbus as elder stateswoman and Mapplethorpe as, to my mind, my contemporary mentor, I had inspiration enough. They were how I knew I needed to get to the shore. There was only one place I could think of in close proximity where I would find arresting, gritty, maybe even downright raunchy subjects for this contest, and that was a washed-up old seaside resort called Asbury Park.


I was sure great art and alternative kinds of lives must be gestating in plain sight. It just made sense. Asbury Park suffered from poverty, drug problems, and sporadic race rioting; it was always the decaying neighborhoods that drew original people on their way up in the world, wasn’t it? Sure, there was bound to be some on their way down too. I wanted to get close to all of them and see if any of them struck a chord with me. It would be the most epic experience of my life.


Now I just had to convince my parents to let me spend the summer there.


Though Mom and I had very different ideas about my education, I knew she loved me with her whole heart. So, I cried. Sobbed. It was heart-wrenching, even to my own ears.


“What are the chances of me winning this, Mom? If I don’t try, I’m going to be commuting on the town bus to school for years. Please let me try,” I begged. “Let me have the summer. Just one summer for myself.”


Mom blinked repeatedly. “But where will you live?”


Father Murphy couldn’t have a clue what was in my mind. Could he? Yet he jumped right in. “Why, it’s practically a rite of passage around here. Lots of kids get summer jobs at the shore after graduation. Didn’t you go yourself when you were a girl, Sheila?”


A little smile lit Mom’s face. “To Sea Girt. With my best friend, Trish.”


“Aunt Trisha?” She was still Mom’s friend.


“Yes. We stayed in an old mansion. Helped with the cleaning and cooking. A very well-to-do family. They were wonderful to us.” Mom nodded. She was warming to the idea.


Father felt the change in her too. “They don’t call the shore ‘the Irish Riviera’ for nothing, Sheila,” he bellowed. “We’ll find a situation. Maybe as a nanny? She would be great at that. Maeve is a child that is going places. I promise you.”


There was no way I was leaving the responsibility of one passel of young kids—five brothers, for Christ’s sake—and trading it for another. I’d find a different kind of job.


I was too awash in a surge of other possibilities I was putting together on the fly to hear much of the discussion going on between Father and my parents. When my mind came back to the room, Father was saying, “So, it’s agreed. We will allow Maeve to investigate suitable positions. If she finds something acceptable to you, she can go to the shore for the summer—just a few months, nothing to worry about.” He winked at me again. “She’ll take her pictures, and we’ll see about this contest. We are in agreement there’s no harm in applying, correct?”


“But we’ll just see what happens,” Mom stressed.


The good Father patted my hand. “Yes, we shall see.”


I went to the kitchen sink and splashed cold water on my tearstained cheeks, then ripped a paper towel off the roll and wiped them. They were buying it. Somehow Father had folded my mother’s warm feelings about her long-ago days of independence into my own quest for freedom.


To cover the smile that was now stretching across my face, I slid the towel down across my mouth and walked toward the garbage can near the pantry, lost in a dream about my summer of liberation. Where to begin?


One time, when me and Pop were on our way to the carousel pavilion in Asbury Park, we walked past the open door of an old theater called Hootch. Across the entrance, many layers of glossy paint were peeling off, revealing the colors it had been throughout the years. The sidewalk was filthy. My nose wrinkled at the distinct stench of urine. Even so, I inched closer and peeked in.


A television over a bar lit up the faces of garishly dressed women. Their makeup was caked on and their eyebrows appeared to be drawn onto their foreheads, much like you would find on a marionette.


Pop grabbed my hand. “Come now, Maeve. That’s no place for the likes of you.”


At the time I hadn’t thought so either, but now it seemed precisely the place I should be.


Somehow, someway, I would not only go up to that doorway but walk right in. It was, in its own way, a magic portal to my new life in New York City.















Chapter 2

Born to Run







Over the next few weeks I kept an eye on the help-wanted ads in the paper and sent letters of application through the mail as beachfront businesses would be hiring for the high summer season. All the parties and events of late spring of senior year held little meaning by comparison. Cassie was the only classmate I would miss after graduation, and though she hadn’t said yes yet, I was still holding out hope that she would come with me.


We didn’t have a typewriter at home, so the business teacher let me use one in her classroom—but only after school. When I stayed to write a letter, I missed the bus and had to walk two and a half miles home with my arms loaded with books. It was a schlep, but I did it.


When Mom said I was naive I bristled, but I knew deep inside it was true. I’d never lived anywhere else—hell, I’d never been anywhere but New Jersey and the city except for one day trip my class took to Philadelphia when we graduated from eighth grade, and that didn’t count for much. Despite my bravado, the idea of striking out all by myself was daunting. Having Cassie with me would be a big help.


I talked up my idea of the summer in Asbury Park every time we hung out. What a relief it would be to go together. At least to share the burden of planning for the big move. But all she’d say was, “I’ll think about it, but you know it will be hard for me to leave Bobby.”


Would my parents let me go without her? Could I handle it alone?


I stomped my foot. Literally. The sheer frustration of the whole Bobby thing made me feel like a two-year-old. “He can visit.”


“He won’t like us having our own place. One time we were listening to that song ‘See You in September,’ and he said, ‘What kind of guy hangs around till September? All patient and everything?’”


Ack. Be careful now. Don’t piss her off. There’s too much at stake. But I had to point one thing out: “He spent last summer at the shore with his friends. Doing God knows what. You waited by the phone for months.”


Though Cassie remained noncommittal, I plugged away at looking for a job. Finally, the reward for my hard work came: a phone call inviting me to an interview for a waitress position in Asbury Park the following week.


This was it. Now, how to put my best foot forward?


I found a magazine article that said you could use the cylinders from orange juice concentrate as extra-large hair rollers. This was supposed to calm frizzy hair. Mom kept plenty of OJ in the chest freezer, so I force-fed my brothers juice for the next seven days, talking up the benefits of vitamin C.


“Smooth and straighten your curls,” the article said. My flaming red curls. I couldn’t do anything about the color, but surely taming the frizz would make me more attractive to the public I would be serving.


I washed my hair and coated it with Dippity-Do, then set it like in the pictures in the magazine. Bobby pins secured the juice containers in place and I left them on for ten whole hours, trying to sleep that way. My head never actually hit the pillow that night; instead, it was suspended a few inches above by the rounded cardboard. If I wasn’t in exactly the right position, the big bobby pins pinched my scalp.


By morning the cylinders were crushed, and I was grouchy as all get-out.


Since the curlers were a bust, I decided to try another way of straightening that might last the whole day: I dragged the ironing board and iron into my room, locked the door, laid my cheek on the spongy cover, spread my long red hair out, and did my best to iron it flat.


It wound up looking eerily similar to my old baby doll’s shiny plastic mane. Even so, it was a vast improvement on my usual self.


Mom knocked on my door impatiently. What would she make of my new look?


She handed me a pile of folded laundry when I opened it. “Your hair . . .” For a moment she hovered dangerously close to giving me a compliment, then her eyes slid to the outfit lying on my bed. “Not the taffeta?”


The blue taffeta dress had been handed down to me by my cousin. Its crinoline petticoat made the skirt stand out. Over my dead body. The first time I saw it, I’d told Mom that I was not a five-year-old ballerina.


“Mom.”


“All right. All right. You’ll look nice.”


High praise.


I pressed my best outfit, one of the few dresses I owned, with spray starch. A beautiful gray linen with a U-shaped neckline, its swing skirt fell crisply to just above my knees. Looking in the mirror, I stuck my hands in the side pockets. I felt comfortable. This was the best I had. It would have to do.


I walked to the station on shaking legs and hopped on the train.


Two and a half hours later, heart pounding, I arrived at a seaside bar and grill right on the boardwalk. “On the boardwalk” meant heavy traffic. Heavy traffic meant good money.


Though Asbury Park was no longer in its glory days, the boardwalk still oozed charm: the Ferris wheel, the roller coaster, the arcades packed with frenzied customers. Its wide expanse of decking overlooked an extraordinarily white sandy beach. Way ahead of its time, the developers had included the convenience of public changing rooms. I ducked in to use the ladies’ room.


I wasn’t entirely surprised to see someone sleeping on the floor in one of the stalls. There were lots of homeless folks in Asbury Park. It was a little scary. Yes, it was. But the woman didn’t bother me as I went about my business.


The salt air filled my senses when I stepped back outside, and a balmy humidity caressed my face. The aroma alone made me ravenous for seafood. A long stone pier stretched before me and I was a few minutes early, so I treated myself to a walk along it, out into the Atlantic Ocean.


Staring over the railing, I patted my tumbling tresses with both hands. My moment to shine. My dream to come to Asbury Park would become a reality. No one, nothing, could stop me now.


With a big smile on my face, I headed to the restaurant for my interview.





Dennis, the owner, shook my hand as he introduced himself. This hadn’t ever happened to me before. It wasn’t done with little girls. Little boys, maybe. I guess I’m not little anymore, I thought, and though I found it awkward I tried to look him in the eye as I shook back, the way I had seen my father do many times.


“Can we sit down for a bit?” he asked.


The café table he led me to was sticky and covered in piles of coins and banknotes.


“So, if a customer gives you a twenty and the bill is $16.75, what kind of change would you give them?” He pointed to the money.


When I handed him a quarter and three dollar bills, he went on with two other scenarios. He spoke carefully, like I was a child or an idiot or something. I yawned. It was pretty insulting.


“Look,” I said, “I learned this math in first and second grade. I was always in the advanced groups.” Though it was the truth, I hoped I didn’t come across as snotty. My lips curled up in a little smile. “Let’s just make this a game. You tell me how much the bill is and what they pay with and I will tell you the amount I would return and in what configuration. There’s no need for me to act it out.”


Our exchange was rapid-fire. He couldn’t come up with problems fast enough.


Dennis was laughing when he went behind the bar and retrieved a form. He also mixed himself a vodka martini. When he pointed to his glass with raised eyebrows, I assumed he was asking me if I wanted anything. I shook my head.


“You’re pretty good at math,” he said. “Do you think you could be in charge of cashing out at the end of your shift?”


“Sure.” I didn’t have any idea what he was talking about. “What do I do?”


He handed me the piece of paper. “You count the money and you fill this out.”


I read the titles of the columns. Only my eyes shifted when I glanced up at him; he was studying me. “I’ve never gotten less than an ‘A’ on any math test,” I said. “My SAT score was almost perfect. I’m pretty sure I can handle this.”


He scrunched his lips together and nodded, then reached behind the bar for a calendar. “But you can only work part-time, you said?”


I had to stay firm. I was coming down here to scout subjects and take photographs. If I worked too many hours, I wouldn’t get it done. My cheeks flushed as I screwed up my courage. “Yes,” I said. “I’m going to be very busy this summer.”


“Okay, I get it. Come over here and let me show you how this works.” He took me behind the old mahogany bar and pulled out some cloth-bound books.


Most of the surfaces were tacky and smelled like beer, so I tried hard not to touch anything. After looking over his bookkeeping system, I knew keeping track of his money wouldn’t be hard.


We agreed on a start date and a twenty-hour-a-week schedule. I put out my hand to shake his, feeling more confident this time.


I burst out of the restaurant’s front door and into the warm, salty air like I was riding on a pink cloud.


I would do my best to impress Dennis. I had a feeling the position would quickly become a bookkeeping one. Less strenuous. Better paid. The steady work would keep me from draining my savings any further than I had to.


The warmth of the late spring day caressed my shoulders. A newspaper was sitting on a bus stop bench. I swept it up and opened to the real estate section.


I needed to orient myself and look around before heading home, so I wandered across Wesley Lake on the footbridge and explored the residential neighborhoods of Ocean Grove. The quiet streets were lined with well-kept Victorian homes, though it was only a stretch of the legs from the chaos of Asbury Park.


The lilac blooms were fading, but their scent still hung in the air. Waxy magnolias were in full bloom and the heads of the peonies I spotted seemed ready to explode at any second. A small white lilac bush, planted on the north side of a white Colonial, was late in blooming. Each blossom beckoned me with its youthful innocence. I buried my face in a branch full of fragrant buds and took in their perfume with a contented sigh. I’d gotten a job! I jumped into the air and clicked my heels together.


Whistling the old song “Happy Days Are Here Again,” I headed back to the bus and train station. The trip home was going to be hot and time-consuming: a bus to Pennsylvania Station in Newark, then a train on the North Jersey Line to my hometown, and things rarely ran on time.


And Newark made me nervous. Some of the fathers in my neighborhood got extra hazard pay just for agreeing to work downtown. Of all the things my parents disallowed, why did they insist I travel on mass transit alone? A mugging had happened right in front of me on one trip; I still had nightmares about it. Another time, a gang of boys had surrounded Cassie and me on the bus to the mall. The bus driver had pulled down his rearview mirror to watch what was happening, but he’d done nothing to help.


At the station, I sat down on an open bench where I could bask in the sun. A long, narrow garden separated my bench from the waiting area for the commuter trains. Several benches up, a man sat dressed to the nines in a conservative suit, his silk scarf tied in a Windsor knot.


Was he heading to Manhattan?


He sported a black fedora. The kind of hat Frank Sinatra had made famous when I was a child. While the height of glamour, it hid the man’s face. He’d chosen a seat in the shadows, too, making his features even harder to see.


As a train approached, the platform shook. The man stood. He was even taller than me—well over six feet—but willowy.


“Georgie!” a woman called out, and he lit up when he saw her coming his way.


He loped gracefully, loose-limbed and so light on his feet it seemed he might break into a gliding Fred Astaire routine at any moment, to greet her. After they embraced, he took her arm and they sashayed inside the open door of one of the train cars like models would step onto a runway. Head held high, he made a dignified statement with each step. Though his manner was restrained, I couldn’t take my eyes off him.


How I wished I were heading to New York instead of going home. I would have boarded that train and made conversation with him immediately.


Maybe there’s time to get on for just a second, I thought. Just to say hello and find out who this captivating fellow was. What the hell? I liked to meet new people.


A long time ago I’d learned that saying, “I’m a photographer; I’d like to take your picture,” had universal appeal. I’d had my own business cards since I was fourteen. The couple who owned the print shop traded with me for babysitting hours.


I had my camera bag with me. Introducing myself would seem legit. Maybe it really was; maybe all I wanted was to capture that face on film. I ran.


It was suddenly imperative that I meet this mystery man. That I share his ride into New York so we could talk.


I could see him through the window as I sprinted. Our eyes met through the glass and my heart stopped. Blue, blue eyes. Wide but downturned. Just a trace of sadness. He waved a brief hello and smiled.


I raced faster. I was going to make it; I knew it. But just as I was about to jump off the platform and into the train car, the door snapped closed.


My heart ached. What a lost opportunity.


But I’ll be living here soon, I reminded myself. He’s pretty easy to spot. We’ll meet again. I’ll make sure of it.


Behind me I heard the hissing of a bus’s brakes engaging. I turned. The sight of the bus was depressing. I could see that the empty front seat was torn. I would take it anyway. The closer I was to the driver, the safer I would be.















Chapter 3

Jersey Girl







The only thing that wasn’t perfectly gorgeous about my best friend was her harsh Jersey accent. Her mom was from Hoboken, and from time to time Cassie would go full-on tawk instead of talk. Cawfee instead of coffee. I teased her about it, and she didn’t like that—but honestly, I was doing her a favor by pointing it out.


That was her only flaw. Out of the crapshoot of genetics, she’d inherited the most desirable traits of her Swedish paternal grandparents and Italian mother. Her smooth skin tanned deeply (a characteristic of which I was deeply jealous). Her eyes were Viking blue. A natural blonde, she had a habit of raising her chin and shaking her long hair so it rippled down her back.


Watching her do this now, I shook my head too—in disbelief at her bounty—and reached up and felt my curly topknot, the red mop I’d been cursed with. Life was so unfair.


“So,” I said, “the meeting is set with our parents and Father Murphy at the rectory. Six thirty tonight.”


Cassie had been down lately, ever since Bobby had abruptly broken up with her.


When she’d told me, I’d immediately thought, Hurray. It gave me a fighting chance to get her down to the shore with me. But instead of taking advantage of her newfound freedom, she’d been spending hours on end alone in her room.


She was wrapped in her fuzzy pink blanket, telling me about the moment, standing on the auditorium stage, when she and Bobby were crowned Prom King and Queen. How they’d hung on to each other’s hands, blinded by the spotlights. “Remember, Maeve?” Tears filled her eyes.


I raised my eyes and hands to the heavens. “How can I forget? This is the third time you’ve brought it up this week.” It was hard for me to remain patient in any given situation, let alone in the face of the endless replaying of Cassie and Bobby’s dating years highlights.


I wished I could cut that pink cocoon off her. All I saw of her anymore was her face peeking out of it. It was all I could do not to scream.


Why had she put Bobby in charge of her life when she was so damned talented? She was good at everything. The sky was the limit for a girl like her.


“Let’s go into the city and see a Broadway show,” I suggested. “We can get standing room for five dollars. We’ll see a musical. Then your mind will be filled with songs instead of all this.”


She shook her head and shrugged, tears streaming down her face. “I’m heartsick,” she said simply.


Our lives had barely begun. There was so much out in the world yet to explore. But she was in pain, clearly. I could at least try to be empathetic. “I guess you two were the height of cool . . . and . . . maybe it’s going to be a tough act to follow . . . but you have so many options,” I said, casting around for something that might soothe her. “You must have thought about what you wanted to do after high school?”


Cassie started sniffling again. “I always thought we would get married.”


“Oh, God,” popped out of my mouth before I could stop it.


She looked at me with a degree of shock that made me feel like the worst person in the world.


They had been the height of cool—until this present spring of 1972, when Bobby had suddenly gotten it in his head that life was passing him by, jumped in his truck, and driven off to California. Hadn’t even waited for graduation. Some said he’d been drinking the night he left, but apparently, once he’d gotten a taste for the road, he’d kept right on going. Cassie had hoped for an engagement ring, but all she’d gotten was a fare-thee-well.


I’d been pretty much the exact opposite of Cassie during our school years, working like a dog to make good grades and save money to make my escape from this town. As Cassie was the only one who ever listened to me, she knew all about it. I was on my way.


The thought of the beach bar where I’d be working this summer brought the aroma of French fries to mind. My stomach rumbled and I covered it with both hands. “It’s a perfect time for you to make a fresh start,” I said. “With me.”


Cassie widened her blue eyes to a size that she knew from experience was almost hard for onlookers to believe. Along with hair tossing, it was one of her favorite moves. You had to laugh.


“But, Maeve, what if he comes back for me and I’m not here? What if he wants to get back together?”


The forlorn look on her face was killing me. “What would you do all summer? Wait around? Just like last year?” She had to come with me. It was important for both of us.


She picked up her guitar and started playing Joni Mitchell’s “Both Sides Now,” an ode to lost love and disillusionment that had become, I guess, a kind of soothing mantra for her. Cassie was born with a rich singing voice, but she was always holding back.
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