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“People should not become their losses.”


—Howard Norman, Northern Lights
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Chapter


ONE


I was fifteen years old when my mother left me for Vietnam. I want to believe she did it for me. Fay was good at lying, though, and she didn’t lose any sleep over it. Unlike me. I lost my ability to lay my head down, close my eyes, and drift off to dreamland bliss. I lost my name too. Not right away. That would come later.


What I wouldn’t give to have my real name again. To start over at forty, living a life where people actually know you, a life in which you can sleep a solid eight hours per night. But I can’t. I continue to go by Pete Smith, the name I took out of precaution and self-preservation. They’re not qualities to brag about. They’re both born of fear. But they keep me out of trouble in Provincetown, Massachusetts, where most of the residents—the artists, the drug addicts, the drag queens—have one philosophy in common: To hell with the past. All you have is the present. Deal with it.


Provincetown is as far east as you can get without falling into the ocean. Because the Cape is shaped like an arm curled around, what you would ordinarily think was the west end of Provincetown is actually the east end and vice versa. Without your ordinary compass, a sense of vertigo prevails. Nothing is as it seems. A man with a fake name and dark circles under his eyes can easily disappear into a place like that.


Still, I worry that my disappearing act will come to a close as quickly as it began twenty-five years ago. Those are the nights when I end up letting myself back into the PO so I can surround myself with the calm of sorting through envelopes and packages that haven’t been collected. I like to keep my hands busy; if they’re moving, I tend to stare at them less. I make a pot of coffee, sit in the back, and allow myself one of those packages. I don’t just choose it willy-nilly. I have my rules. The package has to be unclaimed for over thirty days. There are more than you’d think to choose from. It has to be one of the small ones. Those packages have an intimacy I’ll never have. Small boxes can hold objects that require forethought or a deep connection, like an engagement ring.


One night I found two packages addressed to the same woman from the same man. I couldn’t help it, I opened both, making sure that I could easily reseal them without the woman knowing. I eased off the tape by holding each to my desk lamp. If you’re ambitious you can pick up some useful talents being a postal clerk. The first box held a stone. That was it. A common river stone that looked like it had been worried by someone’s thumb for some time. It was speckled black, smooth, and slightly sloped inward from the pressure. Inside the other box was a scrap of paper. “Come home,” was all it said. Nothing else. I felt like I’d seen an animal get hit by a car.


The next day I kept an eye on the rental boxes, waiting for Dorothy Smythe to come in and collect her mail. When I finally saw a woman slide a key in box 185, I opened the Dutch gate and went over to her. She was a tall, slightly paunchy woman with her hair tied back in a bandana. Normally she’d be exactly the type of woman I’d try to pick up at the A&P. But not this day. This day something else came over me.


“Excuse me,” I said in a low voice so that no one else would hear what I was about to say. “But you have two packages waiting for you.”


Dorothy Smythe stared at me as if I’d slapped her. She was just like me, wanting her anonymity and her life of not knowing anyone. It was my own worst fear of what could happen to me, and here I was doing the same thing to her. She ducked her head as if she didn’t want me to be able to remember her facial features. I knew the gesture well.


“I’m sorry,” I murmured. “I won’t bother you again.”


She didn’t say a word, just turned around and left. She never came back. Her stack of mail grew too large for the single box she’d rented. We never got a change of address card. Eventually, her mail stopped coming to the Provincetown PO. Dorothy Smythe was somewhere else now. Someplace where a minimum-wage postal clerk didn’t bother her with reminders of what she’d left behind. Someplace safe.


Earlier in the evening before my mother left, she and I had been sitting on the scratchy plaid couch in the living room of our mobile home in Key West. The evening news with Walter Cronkite was on the black-and-white television that had a bent clothes hanger for an antenna. It was April 19, 1967.


“Those poor boys,” Fay said.


“Who you talkin’ about?” Fay’s boyfriend asked. We’d moved to Key West with Johnson three months before. He was like an animal that had been caged too long: He chewed the inside of his mouth constantly, and his blue eyes seemed smaller than they actually were. Now he leaned against the archway into the galley kitchen, holding a half-eaten beef jerky. To the left of the living room were two small bedrooms separated by a spit of a bathroom with a shower stall the width of your waist. That was the extent of our home, a word I use loosely.


Fay pointed at the television. “There. Look.”


Walter Cronkite was standing in front of a map of Vietnam with a pointer in his hand, like a schoolteacher. “American forces in Vietnam have now topped the four hundred thousand mark,” he told us. “And forty-five thousand more troops are on their way.”


“There’s no end in sight,” Fay said, leaning as far toward the television as she could without falling off the couch. I tried to look interested, but every night the news showed the same footage of our soldiers trudging through thick bushes with huge packs on their backs and rifles in their hands. They always seemed to be walking in circles, like a bunch of Boy Scouts on a badge mission. Sometimes there were clips of Bob Hope and a couple of beautiful girls in bikinis on some stage, with thousands of soldiers cheering them on. Vietnam was another universe, though. I couldn’t get worked up about some guys I didn’t know in some country where it rained constantly, and the grunts were up to their eyeballs in mud. There were far too many things right in that mobile home I needed to worry about.


Johnson waved at the air with his beef jerky. It looked like a flattened turd. “Hey, remember me?” he asked Fay.


She shushed him, turned up the volume on the TV, and sat back down on the couch next to me.


“Ginny’s over there now,” she said when the news went to a commercial. Ginny was a contortionist in the Amazing Humans Show, a carney that also featured Fay in a water tank escape routine. The year before, the Humans show had folded. Peace-loving hippies didn’t want to see someone swallow a sword or stick a head in a vise. But Ginny was still my mother’s best friend. I hated watching what she could do with her legs. She called Fay “babydoll,” although they were almost the same age. One time—I was four or so—I caught her kissing Fay in our trailer. She was holding my mother, but Fay’s hands were down alongside her own thighs. Even at four years old I saw what Fay would give and what she took.


“Ginny says it’s beautiful over there.” Fay turned to me.


“That right?” Johnson said. He cranked up a transistor radio he was holding in his palm. Baseball season had just started. He wanted to show Fay who was boss. He stood there, leaning against the wall, listening to that aquamarine-colored radio. Fay had bought it for me for fifty cents at a tag sale. Most of what came out of its quarter-sized speaker was static.


“Ginny’s in Vietnam?” I asked. I took every opportunity I could to show my mother I was better than Johnson—in this case, a better listener.


“Chuck’s got some line on the army. They’re willing to pay big bucks for the entertainment value. He’s already sent Ginny and a few of the old gang over for a couple of weeks to put on a show for the boys.”


Chuck was the owner of the Amazing Humans. He only smiled when he was causing someone grief. One of his front teeth was missing, but that didn’t stop him from smiling a lot. If Fay wasn’t around, he liked to hide my crutches whenever I put them down, and then he made me play a stupid hot/cold game, always shooting that gap-smile at me. I had a rotten time walking without my crutches. When I was two, I got polio. I wore leg braces and needed crutches for balance—what I called my sticks. The polio had paralyzed the nerves in my legs, especially in my shin muscles. My calf muscles overcompensated, tightening as if they were cramping, and pulled up my heels so badly that my toes permanently pointed to the ground. Under the strain, my ankles rolled inwards. The braces locked in my heels and kept me from walking on my toes. They made it possible to walk, but without my sticks I could only manage three steps before I pitched forward to the ground. My sticks were my rudders. Each of them had an aluminum cuff that gripped below my elbow, while my hands gripped the worn rubber handles. I no longer need the leg braces, but I still depend on those crutches.


Sometimes I’d be a hand’s length away from where Chuck had hidden them, and he’d lie and say, “Colder, colder, cold.” He loved seeing me stumble around like when Frankenstein first stood up from the operating table. You’d think it’d be hard to hide two metal crutches, but Chuck was resourceful: underneath a tent flap, between a couple of hay bales. He made the most of whatever was at hand. And though he loved to torment me, he never laid a hand on me. “No harm, no foul,” he’d say.


That wasn’t the case with Johnson. Soon after we arrived in Key West, he’d tripped me on purpose one day when I was jimmying past him in the living room. I’d gotten up from the couch in a hurry to switch the TV channel and left behind my sticks. For short distances, it was too much of a pain to deal with them. The television was only two steps away. But Johnson stuck out his foot and I went down like a shot water buffalo, as he would’ve said, and I almost broke my nose on the threadbare wall-to-wall. I knew I was too big to cry, knew I’d be in deeper with Johnson if I did, but the sheer pain of it caused my eyes to water. I angled my face away so he wouldn’t see. Fifteen years old and I was lying on the ground like a big baby, hoping to God that Fay would come out of the bathroom, where she was taking a shower, and see what kind of shitty mess she’d landed us in this time. My fingers picked at the shag rug as I willed myself not to cry and hated myself for wanting to.


“Get up,” Johnson snarled at me. “Stop screwing around.” He dug the toe of his work boot into my thigh until I struggled up.


After that, whenever Fay was doing her afternoon solo show on the pier, something inevitably made Johnson mad—I hadn’t tightened the ketchup lid enough, or I was watching too much TV—and he’d slap me across the face, ordering me not to cry.


“I’m doing you a favor. You better toughen up, boy,” he’d say. “Cryin’s for sissies. They’re gonna beat the crap outta you at school. You’re in the big city now.”


By the time Fay left for Vietnam, I’d learned how to do the exact opposite of whatever my natural physical reaction was every time Johnson started up his cryin’s for sissies routine. I’d built a vault of steel and locks and bolts, a vault no one could get out of, not even my mother, the master escape artist, and into this vault I stuffed my tears, shoved them in and stomped them down to make room for more. With each stinging cheek, I’d imagine the back of a garbage truck, the metal wall slamming down, crushing milk cartons and soup cans and cereal boxes into a flat nothingness. I imagined Johnson in there too, a look of horror smeared across his filthy face along with the rotten tomatoes as the metal wall shut him up. In some ways a slap is worse than if the person just hauls off and clocks you one. A slap is something a girl would do, but somehow it made me feel like I was the girl, not Johnson. You let someone punch you every day, well, that can be seen as a sign of your strength. You can take it. It shows what you’re made of. But a slap? A slap means you’re a lightweight. A wimp.


Sometimes I wondered, though, if Johnson was doing me a favor. I’d look down at my legs and see them for what they were: a weakness to take advantage of. I wasn’t like other fifteen-year-old boys at Key West High School in more ways too. They wore their dirty hair down to their shoulders, for one thing. Mine was always in a brush cut, the blond giving off a bristly sheen. It gave me a look of innocence, an altar boy ready to pass around the Sunday basket. Corduroy bellbottoms clung to the other boys’ hips, and their shirts had large kidney shapes that reminded me of the paramecia we studied in science. My standard outfit was a pair of Boy Scout shorts, a white underwear T-shirt, and a pair of old men’s oxford shoes. The other boys talked about screwing girls and getting high. I’d never really talked to a girl, let alone screwed one. Girls seemed untouchable because they were always giggling in the hallways about some secret joke that only they knew the punch line to, and I worried that the punch line was me and my legs and my crappy mobile home. I’d see them in the distance, huddled shoulder to shoulder, as impenetrable as a chain-link fence, and I’d wonder if Fay had been like them in high school, although if I stopped to think about it, I had no idea if Fay even went to high school. I knew nothing about Fay and her childhood. The one time I asked her what her parents were like, she said the past didn’t mean diddly-squat.


“What’s important, Dickie, is today and tomorrow. They’re the only things you can fix. If the past is broken, it’s shot to shit. Pack it in and move on.”


I never told Fay about Johnson using me as a slap bag. I could see that she still thought of the Amazing Humans as her family and that she missed them, and I worried that the friction between Johnson and me would make her leave us both. If I complained about him, she would be forced to choose sides. His beef wasn’t with Fay, it was with me. You’re not his kid, I’d tell myself after another episode with him. You’re in the way.


And now the Amazing Humans was in Vietnam, and Ginny was sending postcards that invited Fay to join them. For years I’d lived in fear that my mother would leave me behind. Sometimes she had, with her boyfriend of the moment, but not for long, a couple of days at most, just until the Humans set up in whatever new town I was about to become briefly acquainted with. But one day, when I was ten, I’d overheard Chuck telling Fay that as soon as he could, he’d sell the Humans and buy one of those charter fishing boats—that was the life. Tourists would pay anything for the thrill of landing a four-foot marlin.


“You’re out on the ocean all day, catching a tan, and getting paid for it,” he said.


“Sounds good to me,” she replied, surprising me. I’d never forgotten it. I stored that memory in my vault as well, sandwiched in there with all the tears and the slaps.


Now, sitting on the couch next to me, my mother rested her hand on my thigh. Her body was compact, all muscle. In Key West, she did two hundred sit-ups a day and swam a mile off the pier and back. “To control the mind, you have to control the body,” she told me. Every time she said it, I’d look down at my legs. As a boy, I couldn’t tell if she knew the effect her body had on people, especially men. Now I know better, especially if she sat right next to you, the cool skin of her arm touching yours, her long blond shag so close you could blow on it and feel the ends tickle your mouth.


Johnson was still pretending to listen to the game on the transistor. All I could hear was static, the buzz of a drill.


“I could earn twice, maybe three times what I make here. We need the money,” Fay said, standing up. “I want to get you a new pair of braces. Those are all banged up.”


“They’re fine,” I said right away.


Fay glared at me. “No. They’re. Not. I’m the worst mother in the world, letting her son go around in those things.” She walked across the small living room and disappeared behind the thin kitchen wall. I heard her open a cupboard and pull out the shoebox where she kept all her handcuffs and lucky picklocks and keys. She came back to me, extending an envelope that held a letter from Ginny. I opened it. “There’s a man here,” I read aloud, “who’ll pull your teeth out for ten cents. Is that why more Americans pile in every day? Chuck says he can get you on a plane with the Red Cross, he’s got some deal going. They’d really love your act, Babydoll.”


“I hear they eat their own dogs,” Johnson said, staring at the transistor like it was showing a movie.


“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Fay said.


“Mom?” I pushed up on my sticks to a standing position. “What does Ginny mean about—”


Fay quickly put her index finger to her mouth, glaring at me again. I shut up, though I knew exactly what Ginny had been saying. What I was dumb enough to believe was that my mother would take me with her. It was so far she’d have to take me.


She walked over to me and clamped her arm around my shoulders. Johnson rushed over, grabbed the letter out of my hands, and tore it in two, letting the pieces fall to the stained carpeting. I wanted to slug him with a stick. Then he stepped back across the room, closer to the screen door, as if he intended on blocking it.


“You’re going to leave me for a bunch of people who only come to see you because you’re half-naked?” His hands clenched at his sides.


Fay bent over, picked up the letter halves. “Don’t,” she said, fingering a torn edge. Letter in hand, she folded her arms across her chest and stared him down. The sounds of a truck rumbling by came through the screen door. A group of kids passed the front of our house. Fay kept looking at Johnson. Slowly his fists unclenched, and then his face got less cruel-looking, as if all the tension was being ironed out of him.


“Just tell me what you want me to do,” she said, standing next to me, with her eyes fixed on him.


“Fay . . .” Johnson stared down at his cracked work boots.


She held up her hands. “You tell me how to make it right. That’s all I want.”


When he didn’t say anything, I said, “He just wants to complain.”


Fay jerked her head back, shooting me a hard look. “Stop giving him lip when I’m at work. We’re lucky he’ll have us.” Suddenly I felt like I did when I fell flat on my face in front of Johnson. As soon as she said it, though, Fay looked down the skinny hall that led to our bedrooms. “You want a real home, don’t you? You want to get better?” she said so quietly only I could hear. I didn’t know what to say. Part of me, of course, wanted just that. But I didn’t want her to leave either. While I was thinking this over, she went and put the ripped letter back in her shoebox.


“Fay . . .” Johnson said again. But she wasn’t having it. Giving him a wide berth, she walked out of our mobile home and stood at the curb out front, staring at the passing cars. Johnson didn’t move. I went and joined him at the screen door. We watched her, afraid she’d hop in one of those cars and leave right then. Fay put her hand in the pocket of her miniskirt and pulled out what we knew would be a quarter. Holding up her left hand, she maneuvered the coin across the top of her knuckles by moving her fingers as if she were playing the piano. It was a favorite exercise of hers. She worked the left hand, then the right. After a few passes, she was concentrating so hard on the silver blurring across her hand that a truck could’ve come within inches of her and she’d never notice. “You lose your concentration and you drown,” she told me once.


“She only leaves because she doesn’t want to hurt my chances of getting better,” I finally said to Johnson as we stood there.


He turned toward me. “What’re you talking about?”


“Forget it. You don’t understand.”


“I understand. I understand you can’t avoid making mistakes in life. But that’s something your mother doesn’t understand, I can tell you that. She’ll still be here, no matter how far she goes.” He kept talking, but I stopped listening. In my mind, Fay came back in and asked me to join her in my cramped bedroom. She said, “I’ll get our things together, Dickie.” She packed my Boy Scouts and my T-shirts. She packed her flip-flops, her worn-out sequined show outfit, her shoebox of picklocks and handcuffs. I saw us leaving at nightfall, when Johnson was asleep. I saw it all.


I saw nothing.
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Chapter


TWO


I said we moved to Key West, but that word has a finality that wasn’t part of our lives. Before Johnson, Fay and I had usually traveled from place to place with the Humans, from Enid to Detroit to Millinocket, setting up a camping trailer for no more than two weeks at a time. Fay’s philosophy was “The next place will be better, you’ll see.” I tried to believe her and for a week or two I did. But children are nothing but eyes; they notice everything. It’s not what’s under the Christmas tree that matters, it’s what isn’t.


We weren’t so poor that we had to eat leftover pizza out of dumpsters, but there were telltale signs that we weren’t doing so well, especially when we finally stayed put in the Keys. Hoping to cash in on the Florida tourist trade, my mother got a county license to set up her water tank on a pier in Key West. The tank, a cylinder of Plexiglas standing upright, was a little over six feet tall. At the top, a wooden ledge ran along the circumference; my mother could perch there if she wanted. The water was as warm as the Floridian weather.


Fay’s routines involved a heavy linked chain wrapped around her body, except for her arms and hands, which were handcuffed in front of her. Twice a day, she performed the Chinese Water-Torture Cell. Houdini called it the old upside down. With the chain wrapped around your body, you’re lowered headfirst into the tank. At the top, your ankles are clamped in wooden stocks. What the audience doesn’t know is that the water is at just the right level so that when you drop in, your weight forces the water to rise, which in turn pushes open the clasps on the stocks. Fay’s ankles would be released, her back toward the audience. She kept her lucky pick in a tiny pocket inside her bikini bottom. Blocking the audience’s view, she slipped the fingers of her cuffed hands into her bathing suit bottom and retrieved the pick. The handcuffs sprang open, the chain unraveled easily. She surfaced within two minutes.


Without the chaos of traveling with the Amazing Humans, everything about us was thrown into high relief in Key West. Fay wore the same clothes almost every day: a boy’s white cotton T-shirt that came in three-packs from Kress’s in Miami for a $1.29, a jeans miniskirt or velour hot pants, and flip-flops. I was usually in another Fruit of the Loomer from the same three-pack and a pair of Boy Scout shorts. Fay had found a whole slew of the shorts at the Salvation Army in some town in Jersey when we’d been passing through with the show. The khaki color was slightly off regulation—it leaned more toward pea soup than evergreen—and the shorts swam on me. I looked nine years old in them, not fifteen.


“You’ll grow into them,” Fay said.


I wouldn’t. Below my waist it looked like the bottom half of Howdy Doody’s body, useless marionette legs that needed positioning. Two thick, ruler-sized pieces of metal ran from a rubber cuff under each knee to stirrups bolted to my shoes. By the time I was fifteen I was wearing a pair of coffee-colored oxfords, another Salvation Army bargain.


“They’re old man’s shoes,” I complained.


“What do you mean? They’re so cool. You look like James Bond.” She winked. I stared down at them as she was tying the laces and tried to imagine I was James Bond tracking down Goldfinger. They still looked like old man’s shoes.


When I contracted polio, the Amazing Humans show had been doing a few weeks in Philadelphia. At first, Fay thought it was a simple flu because on the fourth day I seemed to recover and was back horsing around with Tina the Sword Swallower. But a few days later, Fay woke up to find my body twitching violently next to hers, as if I were being electrocuted. Four hours later, I was weak from my knees to my toes. She rushed me to the hospital, but it was too late.


After my legs became paralyzed, Fay began having trouble with her escape routines. At least that’s what Ginny the contortionist told me years later. Fay started taking longer to pick the handcuffs. A couple of times, she dropped her lucky picklock before unlocking the handcuffs. Then there was the time we went to the E.J. Spiniff Home for Crippled Children in Fallsview, Connecticut. Fay took me there after hearing it was the best place in the country for polio therapy. The Amazing Humans was doing a show in the parking lot of a boarded-up Catholic school in nearby New Haven. We were living in a small trailer that we hooked on the back of our asthmatic station wagon whenever the Humans traveled to the next show. We hadn’t met Johnson yet. I was seven years old and Fay was worried about me. Over my hideaway bed, I’d pinned up a full-page magazine ad that showed the March of Dimes poster child, Delbert Dains, walking with his braces and crutches. I had the same ones. Delbert was wearing a little blue suit, with shorts instead of pants so we could see his braces better. Maybe if I were on a poster, I’d be famous and Fay would want to settle down then. We could live in a home where the kitchen table didn’t become another bed at night. Delbert gave me hope for that. But after Fay saw the Delbert Dains poster, she headed for the payphone two blocks away.


“Getting you better is 90 percent attitude, 10 percent luck.” She dialed the number for the Spiniff Home.


“Looks like a country club,” she said, smiling, as a taxi drove us up the main drive to a mansion. The station wagon had quit that morning. We’d left Ginny, who was as handy with tools as she was with bending her limbs, to fix it. Fay paid for the taxi using our food money for that week. She was always making decisions like that: big on inspiration, short on logic. We didn’t talk about how we’d actually pay for me to get the therapy. We passed rolling green lawns and white, pink, and blue hydrangea bushes that looked like the fireworks I’d seen at county fairs on the fourth of July. There wasn’t a child anywhere in sight.


As soon as we were shown the rooms where the patients got therapy, everything changed. Fay took one look at a child in an iron lung and we were out of there, me struggling to keep up with my sticks, my leg braces squeaking as her flip-flops slapped down the linoleum hallway.


“Someone should report those people,” she fumed as she opened the waiting taxi’s back door. The whole way home she stared out her window and didn’t look at me once.


The night Fay left she came to me on my cot. Lying next to me on top of the sheet, she whispered, “There’s people who fully recover from polio. It’s just a matter of time and money. I told you about this new treatment in New York, right? They say it’s all about the heat.” Her voice was so soft I missed words here and there. It didn’t matter, I knew them by heart. “You believe I want what’s best for you, don’t you?”


“Yes.”


“Okay then.” She bolted up as if she was going to leave.


“We should’ve moved here sooner,” I said, to keep her there. When we’d moved in, the mobile home still had signs of its previous tenants, members of a motorcycle gang: stains and burns in the Pepto-Bismol wall-to-wall, a couple of cracked windows, pizza boxes everywhere, crumpled squares of aluminum foil in the bathroom. But Fay at least made it clean and it didn’t have wheels on it.


“Are you kidding? It’s awful,” she said now. As soon as she said it, I noticed how dirty the Venetian blinds were and that they were missing some slats. My cot from the Salvation Army seemed harder than usual.


She swung her legs over the side of the cot, her back toward me.


“It isn’t good for you if I’m here all the time.” Her voice was as cold as the ocean after a storm. Then she turned to me. “You have to believe you can get better, okay? You’ve got to believe 100 percent. That and the big bucks and you just don’t know.” Her face softened. “We might be able to cure you yet.”


She didn’t wait for me to answer but walked out of my room, toward her bedroom. What she’d said made me nervous. Was she really thinking of leaving me with Johnson? He practically ignored me when she was around, but the minute Fay went to the pier for her daily show, he was on me.


“When you gonna start bringing in some money?” he’d say, or something like it.


“I go to school, remember?” I’d say every word with a snideness that I glazed with an extra-wide gleaming smile. Johnson could never figure out if I was smart-talking him or not.


“Lotsa kids get a job after school.”


“I can’t exactly stock shelves.” I’d raise my sticks for effect.


“People like to support the unfortunate. I seen it all the time. There’s that young girl at the packy. What’s her name? The one who bags your stuff up, always talks so loud.”


“She’s an idiot for God’s sake!”


Not that Johnson was bringing in much money either. The only job he could land in Key West was a night gig on the Big F, a fishing boat. During the day, the Big F took groups of tourists out for sport fishing, but at night it brought in marijuana. The pot bales were loosely covered in plastic. Johnson, who’d been a farmer before he met Fay, figured it was as near to pitching hay as he was going to find down there.


I couldn’t believe that she would leave me with him. The thought of him being able to slap me whenever he wanted spun around inside me and I felt dizzy and nauseous. Maybe she hadn’t been talking to me, maybe she’d been talking to herself. She couldn’t be around me if she couldn’t fully believe I was going to get better. I trusted then that if she was going to leave me, she’d only do it because she absolutely had to, because she felt herself slipping into doubt. I trusted she didn’t want to hurt my chances of recovery. I trusted she wouldn’t be gone for long.


Fay had picked Johnson out of an audience in Buffalo, New York. She told me later she could see he’d cleaned himself up to come to the show. His hair was slicked back with witch hazel, and he was wearing his only blue suit, which had a cigarette burn on the arm. The cuffs didn’t quite reach to his wrists. His cheek moved up and down to the rhythm of his gnawing.


“I need someone strong to help me out with what I’m about to attempt,” Fay called out to the audience. “No wimps need apply.” She pretended to look over the crowd, like she was hell-bent on picking the absolute strongest person. But she always went for the weak ones. She crooked her index finger Johnson’s way, and that was that. Within a week of the show’s closing, Johnson was driving his pickup to Key West with us next to him in the cab.


“For God’s sake, let’s go somewhere warm and green,” Fay said. Her empty tank sat like a miniature corn silo on the truck’s rusty flatbed.


“Sounds good to me,” said Johnson. He was tired of the hard winters up in Buffalo anyway. He leaned forward and smiled past me at Fay.


“Let’s go to Florida,” she said without hesitating. “Warm weather’s gonna be good for you,” she murmured. “I’m going to fix it right down there.”


Johnson whooped and batted at the driver’s wheel. “Goddamn. Florida it is.” He thought the farther away he could take Fay, the better his chance of keeping her. Sometimes he was so dumb it killed me. At first, I believed he was like one of my mother’s boyfriends, Roger. Stupid, but harmless. When we’d moved into Roger’s apartment above a noisy game arcade on the boardwalk in Atlantic City, Roger had said, “I bet you never thought you’d be living in beachfront property.” The boardwalk was a long thread of taffy stores, bars, strip joints, game arcades, and boarded-up storefronts. At night, I was kept awake by the outside banter of prostitutes and the pinging of mechanical cowboys shot down by Gatling guns. We lived with Roger for two weeks before the Amazing Humans picked up again and we hightailed it for upstate New York. While Fay packed up the station wagon, Roger cried quietly, leaning against the car’s back fin.


I felt sorry for Roger. He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, as Fay often said, but he’d given us a home and had never raised a hand to me. “She doesn’t like that,” I told him, and forked my fingers in the air toward his eyes. He snuffed hard, but still his tears kept coming.


Now we were driving to Florida with Johnson, and the longer we drove with him the more I began to think that he wasn’t like Roger at all.


“Florida it is,” Johnson repeated, and this time slapped my leg. I was wearing my shorts, and the hard smack of his palm hitting my skin drew Fay’s attention away from her opened window. Already there was the pink blurry outline of his hand.


“Hey!” she said. Reaching across me, she swatted at his arm.


“I barely touched him!” he cried.


“Jerk,” I muttered.


Fay shot me a hard look. “Pull the car over! Now!”


“He’s all right,” Johnson said nervously, glancing past me at Fay again but not slowing down.


“I don’t have the time or the energy to be your referee.” She angled her body toward her open window. I didn’t know if she was talking to me or Johnson. I was so mad I almost punched him. We’d only been with him a week and already he was causing trouble between Fay and me.


“You two work it out right now or I’m getting out,” she said into the rushing air. A passing highway sign said HAM HOCKS AND TOWELS. PETE’S BARBEQUE PIT. BEST IN THE SOUTH. FIVE HUNDRED YARDS.


“He’s all right,” Johnson repeated. “Just a little exuberance, that’s all.” He snorted. “You’re tougher than that, right, boy?”


“You bet,” I said, sitting up straighter. I turned my head to Fay. Tapping her on the shoulder, I waited for her to look my way. When she finally did, I gave her a wink. “Couldn’t feel a thing,” I said, smiling.


How stupid I was that day. How unbelievably stupid.
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Chapter


THREE


The morning after Fay showed us Ginny’s letter, she was gone. When Johnson and I woke up we found a note on the Formica table saying, I’ll be back. I felt as if I had crushed a baby bird in my hands.


“She ain’t coming back,” Johnson said. He punched the lever down on the toaster, although there wasn’t any bread in it. “She ain’t coming back,” he repeated, louder. He hit the lever again, but it stuck and wouldn’t spring back up. He stared at me, as if I had broken it.


Don’t look at him, I thought. Mrs. Henderson started up her old Buick in her car park next door. She waved at me through her open car window, and I wondered if she’d heard him. I worried all the time what the neighbors thought of us. Mrs. Henderson’s mobile home was the same model as ours, but it looked better. She had a lineup of rose bushes out front that hid the foundation’s ugly cement blocks. She was always weeding the flowerbeds that were nearest to our house.


I’d known we were different from other families for a long time. Once, when I was eight, Fay took me to a public library. The Amazing Humans had just arrived in Lake George, New York, where it looked like we’d be staying a few months as part of a summer-long festival of fun. I’d been reading since I was five, comic books that Ginny brought to me weekly, that she helped me through a few times and then I read over and over. They weren’t about Superman either. One had a cover with a woman who stared in shock at a coffin under the Christmas tree while her husband raised an ax behind her. Tales from the Crypt was one of Ginny’s favorites.


Fay, though, was dead set on getting me a proper library card now that it appeared we were settling down for a while. The Lake George librarian—brown beehive, tight face—looked up as if she was startled to see people in her library, especially us. In seconds she took us in, a skinny boy with metal braces and sticks and a mother dressed in a tube top, velvet hot pants and pink flip-flops.


“May I help you?” she asked in a syrupy voice.


“We’d like a library card,” Fay said.


“Would you like a lollipop, dear?” the librarian asked me in a loud voice, pushing a large jar of jammed-in Tootsie Roll Pops in my direction. If I put my hand in there, I thought, I’ll never get it out again.


“No, thank you, ma’am,” I said.


It was as if I’d recited the Declaration of Independence. A grin the shape and size of a half-moon stretched across her face.


“We’re in kind of a hurry,” Fay told her. “Is there a form we need to fill out?” Fay was scheduled to perform within the hour.


“I have to type it out for you,” the librarian said, slightly irritated at the interruption. “I’ll just need your driver’s license.” She took out a yellow form and rolled it into her typewriter.


Fay smiled the smile she gave to men that she was about to dump. “Oh, it’s not for me. It’s for my son here—Dickie.”


The woman got a pained expression on her face. “Oh. Well, then. I’ll need to fill out this form here then.” She ripped the yellow form out of the typewriter, threw it back in a drawer, and placed a blue one on the desk instead. “We have some nice picture books in the children’s section.”


Fay and I both must have appeared confused then, which the librarian probably took as further evidence that I looked younger than I was. I was small for my age, but still.


“He’s eight years old and he’s been reading since he was five,” Fay informed her, picking up the blue form that the librarian had placed on the desk. She handed it to her. We watched as the woman painstakingly typed in my name, our temporary PO box address—lots of white-out and “darn its” under her breath. I shifted my feet a little. I wanted to borrow some books, but not enough to go through this. Fay didn’t like it when people looked down on us.


“Mom,” I whispered, tugging on her T-shirt.


“Hmm?” Fay’s eyes were still on the woman, who made yet another mistake and let out a sigh as big as Niagara Falls.


“Mom, let’s forget it,” I whispered.


“Dickie, we’re getting you a card. This is important,” Fay replied, loud enough that the woman heard her. Of course, then I wanted the card more than anything simply because she wanted it. I looked around at the shelves crammed with books. There were more books than I could read in a lifetime. I wouldn’t have to read the same old comic just because it was the only one I owned. I could read a book a day and still not have read a quarter of the books there.


When the librarian was through, she went to hand the card to me, but my mother stepped in between us. “You know what, Dickie?” she said, not looking at me. “We don’t really need a card for you with Daddy buying you all those nice books.” She stared at the librarian, who was starting to look very unhappy with us. I was too. My heart had taken an immediate nosedive. What daddy? What books?


“Thank you anyway,” Fay told the librarian, and holding on to the back of my head, steered me out.


“But I wanted those books,” I whined as we walked down the cement steps outside.


“What books?”


I couldn’t answer that. I had no idea what books there were.


“See?” she said, pushing me down the street. “You don’t even know what books you want. I just saved us a huge waste of time.”


We never went back there again.


Now Fay was gone, and Mrs. Henderson’s Buick drove away from our two homes that were alike but so different, a swirl of sand dust following her like bad exhaust.


“I’m going out,” Johnson said, and grabbing his old farm coat off a nail, he threw open the screen door. That coat was the kind I imagined a railroad man would wear, a grimy denim coat with big square pockets and a dull plaid inside that looked like a blanket. He hadn’t worn it since we’d moved to Florida. It was eighty degrees outside.


I looked at the wind-up alarm clock on the kitchen counter. We moved that clock from town to town as if we were afraid of missing an important appointment, or a minute of our stupid lives. Eight o’clock in the morning. He could get a solid twelve hours in at Sloppy Joe’s, a bar on Duval Street, before heading out for the night shift on the Big F.


My mother’s confidence didn’t stop her from asking me several times a day how she looked. “How’s my hair?” she’d ask, running her hands through it.


“Fine.” I’d give her the no-teeth-showing smile she was fond of.


“No, really. Does it look okay? Can you see my split ends?”


“You look great,” I’d reply. But to no avail.


“Too much Aqua Net, right?”


Fay was funny that way: One minute she was sweet-talking a man up on stage, in full command of every move he made—Johnson would’ve licked the linoleum floor if she ordered him to—and the next minute she was asking me ten times if the canned tomato soup she heated was hot enough. “Does it need some salt? It does, doesn’t it?”


I always said no even if it really did need some salt. That didn’t stop her, though, from saying, “You sure? I want it to be right for you.”


One afternoon, after another round of back and forth, I took the salt.


“I knew it,” Fay said, her face a mask of disappointment. Then she stood and, grabbing the full bowl away from me, turned to dump it into the sink. It seemed like she stood there forever, my lunch hovering over the drain.


“No! It’s fine,” I pleaded with her. “Honest.” If I didn’t have the soup I might go hungry until dinner.


“No, it’s not edible. You said so yourself.” One hand still held the bowl in the air, the other tucked into her hip.


“It’s great. It’s perfect.” Some days this worked, and I got the soup or whatever it was back. This day it didn’t. She poured the soup down the drain, but as soon as she did, she shook her head and said, “I should be shot.” She looked over at me then. “I can’t even make you a can of soup right. You deserve better.”


“I’m fine,” I said, rising from my chair.


But she waved me back down. “No. No. I’m going to make you lunch. You sit there. You have to keep your strength up, Dickie.”


When Johnson slammed out of our kitchen, he didn’t go to Sloppy Joe’s. He was back within an hour. The whole time I hadn’t moved from the kitchen table. I read Fay’s note over and over as if I had the intelligence level of that girl who bagged up our groceries. I was still in my pajamas.


“Dis-charged before I was even charged,” Johnson muttered when he barreled through the door. Immediately, he took down the cigar box from the top of the fridge where we kept our food and rent money.


I stood, grabbing my sticks. “Where’d you go?”


“The recruitment office.” He jabbed his finger at my chest. “You’re a ball and chain around my neck, boy.” He spun around in the small space and I automatically ducked. But he only opened the fridge door and stared into its empty shelves.


“You tried to enlist?”


Johnson slammed the fridge door and poked his finger at me again. “Hey, do I answer to you?” he said. “Do I?”


I took a step back against a cabinet. “No.”


“Then shut up.” He kicked the garbage can out of his way. “I’m a free man, mister. I don’t answer to you.” Then he stormed out again, this time without his coat.


I hung around the house all day and into the night, flipping through old copies of Eerie and Creepy. For ten minutes I stared at the first page of one of my favorite stories called “What Unspeakable Evil Is Found in the Summer House?” when I realized I hadn’t read a word and then suddenly I was ripping the magazine in half, shredding the pages until there was just a pile of confetti on the table. Then I watched fuzzy show after fuzzy show on the TV. Jack LaLanne performed a series of nifty tricks on parallel bars, swinging his legs straight, then scissoring over the bars into the opposite direction, his biceps bulging as his hands shifted from front to back. By the time the local evening news came on, the reality of Fay’s leaving was so crushing I was on the couch in a fetal position, my leg braces scraping on top of one another. The nighttime spring air smelled heavily of Mrs. Henderson’s roses.


“We begin tonight’s news with an update on Vietnam,” the local anchor said. I immediately sat up. Vietnam. Stop feeling sorry for yourself and listen.


I watched as stretchers were rushed to a waiting helicopter, the sounds of the chopper and gunfire almost drowning out a young reporter as he tried to interview one of the injured men on board the chopper. “We tried to dig in, but they were all around us. Our flanks were surrounded,” said the injured man. When the reporter asked how many wounded there were, the guy repeated the same thing, “We tried to dig in, but they were all around us.” The program went back to the anchor for a second, showing him writing something at the news desk and then immediately switched to a Mr. Clean commercial. A cartooned tornado swept across every countertop and left everything gleaming.


“Shit,” I said out loud, miserable again. Surrounded? When did it get that bad? Was Fay there? She couldn’t be. Ginny said it was beautiful. They were probably with Bob Hope. Bob Hope would never in a million years be surrounded. They had to be in a different part. Maybe she hadn’t even gotten there yet. How big was Vietnam? I cursed myself for not knowing more about its geography. I didn’t even know where Vietnam was. I promised myself I’d go first thing in the morning to the library and find an atlas. I tried not to think about Fay, tried to focus on the next movie, One Million Years B.C., and Raquel Welch and how pretty she looked. But it was no good. For one thing, Raquel was a blond also. Fay kept creeping back in. My eyes welled up and I rubbed roughly at them. I’m just mad, that’s all. Mad she didn’t take me along. If she’d taken me, though, that would’ve meant one more mouth to feed. She needed to go by herself. This way she could send more money home. Maybe come home sooner. Fay has a plan. She always does. What’s your plan? I asked myself. What if she strolled through the front door at this exact moment? She’d be so disgusted.


Hoisting myself off the couch, I got dressed and left the house. I clicked my way down Duval toward Sloppy Joe’s. It was one thing to have Fay gone, another to worry that Johnson might leave me too. He’d already tried to enlist an hour after finding out she’d left. I didn’t want to end up in a foster home where a mob of kids played dodgeball on the cement driveway and tried to beat the crap out of the handicapped kid.


He wasn’t at Sloppy Joe’s. I ordered a Coke and slid onto a stool at the bar.


“Johnson been in here?” I asked Jeff the bartender. I busied myself with a Coke, swirling the swizzle stick around so that the plastic marlin on top looked as if it were swimming.


“Been and gone.”


“Can’t believe they didn’t take him.” I scratched at my head.


“Well, they ain’t gonna take nobody with a heart condition.” Jeff grinned at me. “What’d your mama do to your old man, kid?” he asked, loud enough so everyone sitting at the bar could hear him.


I slid off my stool, grabbing my sticks. “He ain’t my old man,” I corrected him.


Jeff winked at someone to the right of me. “She practice some of that circus voodoo on him?” he asked, laughing. “Hey, come on, kid, I’m only kidding. Come back.”


That was the night I started my kitchen counter routine. If I was to stay there with Johnson, I needed to build up my strength. If Jack LaLanne could do it, so could I. I held myself up between the two counters in our galley kitchen and by rotating my hips, swung my legs back and forth. Two minutes later I was spent. I swung myself on to one of the skinny counters, breathing hard. As Fay would’ve said, this was not a job for wimps.


After a few weeks, my arms got stronger. I learned how to control my hips to get a solid momentum going, to use my stomach muscles. When my arms got too tired, I lay on the linoleum, doing sit-ups, building up to two hundred a day, just like Fay. If I worked hard at it, I could get ready. I’d show her how strong I am. It was 90 percent attitude, 10 percent luck.


Night after night, on my bed I imagined what she’d say if she walked in right then. “Let me tell you something, Dickie,” I imagined her saying. “People who think life does things to them are losers.” She’d rap me on the chest. “You’re working on your upper body. That’s where a real man’s strength is, anyway. By the way, how’s my hair look?”


After Fay left, I stopped going to school. Johnson didn’t care. When I failed to show up for a few weeks, since we didn’t have a phone, the district sent a woman in a blue dress with a wide cinched belt to our home. She was carrying a vinyl portfolio. Johnson wasn’t home. I was on the couch and saw her coming, although I mistook her for one of the women who sometimes had stopped by to see if Fay was interested in buying any Tupperware. So, I met her at the door.


“I’ve been real sick,” I told her, when I found out who she really was, hanging my head down, so I wouldn’t have to look at her standing on our steps. I adjusted my stance on my sticks, wincing for good measure.


“I’d like to talk to your mother,” she replied, pushing the bridge of her cat eyeglasses.


“She’s out, getting me medicine.” I forced myself to look her in the eye. “She should be back soon, but she said something about stopping at Gearson’s to get something for dinner.”


The woman opened her portfolio and extracted a business card. “Please give her this. I need to speak with her.”


The next several times she came I made sure to duck into the kitchen or hide on the floor so she couldn’t see me through the windows. After she’d bang on the door for a few minutes, I’d hear her heels clicking away. I didn’t really like it that someone was keeping tabs on me, but I didn’t want to go to school either. Kids always find out what you’re hiding. I didn’t want anyone knowing that Fay had left me. It was bad enough I didn’t have a father and we lived with Johnson.


Every night while he was at his job, I kept up with my kitchen counter routine. I had no idea how important that routine would become. A few weeks later, by chance Johnson sat next to a doctor at Sloppy Joe’s. I was on the other side of Johnson, drinking my nightly Coca-Cola before he headed off for work at the docks. Most afternoons I spent at Sloppy Joe’s on a stool next to him. “Where you can’t get into any mischief, boy,” he was fond of saying. At five thirty or so, I’d go home again where I’d wait to watch Cronkite, eager to hear any news of the war. Then, I’d swing myself stupid for as long as I could hold myself up.


“The kid needs water immersion therapy,” the doctor said as he bit off the leafy part of the celery in his third Bloody Mary. As he spoke, I could see the celery leaves being mashed by his teeth. He looked like a dinosaur in a Japanese monster movie.


“Water?” Johnson said.


“Wa-ter im-mer-sion ther-a-py,” the doctor repeated. He glanced down at my polio-wasted legs and deformed feet, his forehead crinkling. “Muscle function’s been compromised. Just put the boy in water three times a day.”


Since we didn’t have a bathtub, Johnson fixed up Fay’s old tank. It still sat outside in a sandy strip between our mobile home and Mrs. Henderson’s car park. One day, he carried me up the steps to the top of it and lowered me in. “Swim around in there now, Dickie. See how you like it,” he said in a voice that told me he didn’t really think I’d like it anytime soon.


I didn’t.


The water was freezing. He’d filled it with the garden hose. Although there was a shelf that I could hang onto to keep my mouth and nose above water, that first time, with the shock of being in the tank, I forgot that. When I slipped under the water, I panicked and tried to claw my way up the glass.


“Grab the shelf, Dickie,” Johnson shouted through the glass. “The shelf. Goddammit, boy, the shelf!”


At first staying in the tank wasn’t easy. If I moved my elbows off the shelf, I went under. I had trouble getting back to the surface using my legs. I hadn’t yet learned to use my hands to walk up the glass sides, or to propel my body using my thigh muscles. The sides were also too close for me to move around very much. Within a matter of days, I realized the easiest way to pass the time in the tank wasn’t to move any of my body parts. I willed my elbows to stay on the shelf. The tank was a straitjacket. Once I finally understood that, I began to settle down.


“How about you go visit the tank,” Johnson would say every day, plopping me in. He picked me up easily and did with me as he pleased, especially if my braces were off. The bottom half of my body was still thin, like one of those starving kids in Vietnam I’d see on the evening news, running from a bombed rice paddy.


But in the tank I was the fastest mover you’ve ever seen. I closed my eyes, and I was out of our dingy mobile home and running across fields of sand, flying over palm trees and the Florida Keys and fishing boats, like the Big F, that weren’t too far from where we lived—only three blocks away—but were in another universe. From there it was minutes before I landed in Vietnam.
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One night, Johnson spooned out our dinner from a blackened cast-iron pan: canned spaghetti and meatballs. He never heated our food long enough, like he was in a hurry even though he wasn’t going anywhere.


“What’s wrong? You like pasta,” he said. He speared one of the meaty gumballs on my plate with his fork and popped it into his mouth. We were sitting at the pull-down kitchen table.


There was no right answer to this. If I said, “I like pasta,” he’d say, “Well, how come you’re not eating my pasta,” and then it’d be another visit to the tank. If I said, “I never said I liked pasta,” it’d be another visit to the tank anyway. He didn’t see many options. The tank had become pretty much his answer to everything that stumped him. I wasn’t his kid. He was lost without Fay. The rubber band, taut between us, had stretched so thin you could see through it.


I looked out the living room jalousie window. It was a beautiful night, dark blue sky and warm as a bath. “We don’t deserve this weather,” Fay told me once on such a night. We were sitting on the makeshift steps leading up to our front door. “Well, you do,” she added, giving a soft knock on the metal band below my knee.


It’d been two months and I hadn’t even gotten a postcard. Where was she at that very moment? I was keeping up with my kitchen counter routine, and the tank was becoming like a second bedroom, but still. Where was she? A few nights before, Cronkite had shown Martin Luther King speaking to thousands of people in Central Park. They held signs that said things like, “Don’t drench the jungles of Asia with the blood of our sons.” People wanted the war to end. Did Fay?


I closed my eyes and sucked up a waterlogged strand of spaghetti. Johnson lit a cigarette, turned away, and stared out the same window. I could tell by the way his face relaxed that he was thinking about Fay too. He was the kind of man who was gentle only with farm animals and women. At the table I watched as he slipped away from me, his mind elsewhere. After all those years of tractor riding, he too could pretend to go to some other place. With Fay. Just like I did when I was in the tank.
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“With a tenderness for life’s misfits,
Randi Triant hauntingly evokes Fay’s and Dickie’s complexities.”
—Claire Messud, author of The Woman Upstairs and The Emperor’s Children
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