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 who showed me
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“Fathers, be good to your daughters


Daughters will love like you do


Girls become lovers who turn into mothers


So mothers be good to your daughters, too.”


—John Mayer







“These are the things I tried to warn you about.”


—Your Mother
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Chapter One







When it came to love, my mother’s big advice was that there were WARNING SIGNS. About the “bad” guys, that is. The ones who would hurt you or take advantage or crumple you up and toss, same as that poem I would once try to write for Daniel Jarvis. The wrong men—the psychopaths, cheaters, liars, controllers, stalkers, ones too lazy or incompetent to hold a job, to hold their temper, to hold you properly, to hold anything but a joint or a beer bottle—well, there were RED FLAGS, and you had to watch for them. If you were handling love correctly, it should go the way of those Driver’s Ed videos, where things were jumping out at you right and left and you had to be on alert—a swerving truck, a child’s ball rolling into the street. The important thing was, love was dangerous. Love was that dark alley you were walking down where your purse might be snatched.


Love was also an easy word, used carelessly. Felons and creeps could offer it coated in sugar, and users could dangle it so enticingly that you wouldn’t notice it had things attached—heavy things, things like pity and need, that were as weighty as anchors and iron beams and just as impossible to get out from underneath.


“They ought to make people apply for a permit before they can say they love you,” Mom said once. I remember this—she was in our big kitchen, holding a mug of coffee in both hands, warming her fingers against an image of Abe Lincoln embossed on ceramic, the oldest mug in the house, from when my father once went to Springfield, Illinois, home of our sixteenth president. Mom was talking to me and Gram and Aunt Annie, who both lived with us, and the sound of cartoons was coming from the living room, where my little sister Sprout was sitting cross-legged on the floor in her pajamas.


“Yeah. Make a man pay fifty bucks and take one of those mental tests,” Gram said. She was fishing around in the kitchen drawer as butter melted in a pan for scrambled eggs. “Quinn, help an old lady find the damn whisk,” she said to me.


“Cynics,” Aunt Annie said, but she did so with a sigh. “You’re both cynics.” She tightened the sash of her robe around her. She’d just started seeing Quentin Ferrill at the time. We knew him only as the Double Tall Chai Latte No Foam guy, who gave long looks at Aunt Annie when he asked how her day was going across the counter at Java Jive, where Aunt Annie was a barista. Looks that shared secrets, she had told us. “Looks that are trying to get you into bed, is more like it,” Gram had replied.


The favorite lecture of some mothers was Don’t Talk to Strangers or, maybe, Look Both Ways. My mother’s favorite was All Men Are Assholes.


I tended to side with Aunt Annie that they were cynics. I was only seventeen—I wasn’t ready to be jaded yet. I was just at the start of the relationship road, where lip-gloss-love ends and you’re at that Y where if you go one way, you’ll have flat, easy pathways and everlasting happiness, and if you go the other, the rocky and steep slopes of heartbreak—only you have no idea which way is which. I liked to think I was already heading in the right direction, determined to prove my mother wrong by making Good Choices. I was sort of the queen of good choices, ruled by niceness and doing the right thing. Good choices meant asking that weird, solitary Patty Hutchins to your birthday party even when you didn’t want to. Good choices meant getting your homework in on time and being on the volleyball team and sharing a locker with someone who played the clarinet instead of someone who drank their parents’ Scotch. It meant liking math because it makes sense and liking your family even if they don’t make sense and driving carefully and knowing you’d go to college. It meant taking careful steps and being doomed to be someone no one really remembered at the high school reunion.


I think “good choices” also meant other people’s choices to me, then. I could feel hazy and undefined, even to myself. Was I going to be amazing, the best, the most incredible—win a Nobel Prize in mathematics, achieve great heights, as Dad would constantly tell me? Or was I going to be someone who would only continue to stumble and flounder and search, which is what I really felt would happen, since Dad’s words sounded as shiny and hollow as Christmas ornaments to me? Maybe I would be simply ordinary. What would happen if that were the case? Just ordinary? And how did you get to a place where you knew where you were headed and what you wanted? I hate to admit this, I do, but the fact was, if most of my friends wanted hamburgers, I wanted hamburgers, and if the whole class kept their hands down during a vote, I would not be the single raised hand. No way. Too risky. When you went along, you could be sure of a positive outcome. A plus B equals C. When you didn’t go along, you got A plus X equals a whole host of possibilities, including, maybe, pissing off people and ending up alone. I badly wished I could know my own truths and speak them, but they seemed out of reach, and it seemed better to be sure of yourself in secret.


And in love? Good choices so far meant my boyfriend, Daniel Jarvis, whom I’d been dating for over a year. Dating meaning he’d come over to my house and we’d watch a video and he’d hold my hand until it got too sweaty. Teachers loved Daniel, and he ran track and was polite to my mother and went to church every Sunday morning with his family. Daniel was nice. Like me. He made good choices too. He bought that Toyota instead of the classic little MG Midget with the broken convertible top that he’d run his hands over lovingly. Toyota love was only responsible love—remembering to put the gas cap on, refilling the wiper fluid. Convertible love was fingertips drawn slow over the curve of warm metal.


My inner evil twin, the one who would say the things I didn’t want to hear but that were the truth, would also say that oatmeal is nice. Second-grade teachers are nice. That Christmas present from Aunt So and So was nice, the little pearl stud earrings. My inner evil twin also knows that the kind of nice that appears in the phrase “But he’s nice,” that emphasis, well, it’s suspiciously defensive. Sort of like when you buy a shirt you don’t really like because it was half off and then say, “But it was a good buy.” Justification for giving in to things we don’t feel one hundred percent for. Maybe I just wanted to believe in love, even if I didn’t all the way believe in me and Daniel Jarvis. Maybe what Daniel Jarvis and I had was half-off love.


With Daniel, there weren’t any red flags, but there weren’t any blue ones or green ones, either; no beautiful silk flags with gold threads and patterns so breathtaking they could make you dizzy when they blew in the wind. It was enough, maybe, not to have bad things, even if you didn’t have great things. For example, my best friend, Liv, went out with this guy, Travis Becker, whom she was totally in love with until she found out he was seeing two other girls at the same time and had recently been arrested for breaking and entering. God. Then again, Liv is beautiful and I am not. Good choices are a little harder, maybe, when you have lots of options.


As for Mom, I’m guessing she began developing her favorite lecture somewhere around the time her own father (Gram’s wayward husband, the elusive Rocky Siler) left when she was two, and after her stepfather (Otto Pearlman, Aunt Annie’s dad) did the same thing ten years later. She added to the running theme when she and my dad divorced after his affair with Abigail Renfrew, and perfected it sometime after her three-year relationship with Dean. Or, as we call him now, OCD Dean. He and his two horrible children moved in with us for a while after Dad left, before Gram and Aunt Annie moved in. Let me tell you, people of different values don’t belong under the same roof. We named Dean’s kids Mike and Veruca, after those characters in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, Mike Teavee and Veruca Salt (“Da-dee! I want an Oompa Loompa now!”). It got so bad with them there that it felt like some kind of home-invasion robbery where the robbers decide to live with you afterward. Mom, Sprout, and me would go somewhere and leave them behind, and when we had to come back, Mom would sometimes drive right past our house. We can’t go in there, she’d say, as if the building itself were dangerous, filled with toxic fumes, threatened by a collapsing structure. As if the problem was with the house and not the people in it.




My mother, Mary Louise Hoffman, is a graphic designer who used to paint and had shown her work at several galleries. She used to dance, too, which is how she met my father—they actually performed in a show together. It’s hard to imagine her as this painter/dancer wearing swirling skirts and swoopy earrings; there’s a picture of her from the time just before she met Dad—someone had snapped her in the middle of a cartwheel, only one hand on a deep green grassy lawn somewhere, her feet in the air. It seems odd; it seems like a different her, because her feet were so firmly on the ground after that. She was sort of the super-functioning head woman in our clan. Mom handled things—she could sign a permission slip at the same time she was steaming wrinkles from a blouse and cooking Stroganoff. But if you got her started on the man thing, she’d get a little crazy-extremist, super focused and wild-eyed both, like those anti-or pro-religious people, only without the religion part.


Most particularly, you didn’t want to get her started on my dad. “Men” meant him, especially, multiplied by a gajillion. She tended to forget that he was my father, that he was her ex, not mine. And that I wanted to love him, needed for him to love me back because he hadn’t been in my life always. Her constant reminders about why I shouldn’t didn’t help anything. Actually, they hurt her cause. Because every time I heard anything about him, or about “men,” I put up a nice new stone in my mental defense wall of him. It’s sort of like how you protect the little kid from the bully. You want to say, Hey, every time you do that, I love Dad more, but you don’t say that. When your parents are divorced, there’s a lot you don’t say. And another thing you think but don’t dare speak: When you talk bad about each other, you’re wasting your breath. I stopped listening years ago. You stop listening when you figure out that the words aren’t actually directed at you, anyway. That you’re basically a wire between two telephones.


Anyway. I guess what I mean to say, what I should say right off, is that I knew good choices did not include stealing things from my own father’s house. I knew that, and I did it anyway. I had to. Frances Lee, the half sister I never knew but know now, would say this about what we did: sometimes good choices are really only bad ones, wrapped up in so much fear you can’t even see straight.















Chapter Two







Sprout and I saw Dad every other weekend since he came back into our lives three years before. We’d take the train into Portland to visit him. From our home in Nine Mile Falls, Mom would drive us over the floating bridge to Seattle, where we’d wait on the wooden benches of the train station until it was time to board. I would bring my backpack to do homework on the ride, and Sprout would bring her hat, one of the ones Gram crocheted, putting little toys in it to take along—a pony with a mane and a miniature brush, or this small stuffed monkey she got in a Happy Meal, or three kinds of lip gloss and a mirror shaped like a heart. She would roll the lip gloss on throughout the trip and smack her lips together, admiring the shine in the mirror and sending small bursts of fruity bubble-gummy smells across the seat.


But that day, the day when I began to learn the importance of lifting things up and looking underneath, she had this power girl, a mini superhero in a skintight purple suit, whose red mask would light up when you pushed a button on her back. You have thousands of days in your life, if you’re lucky, but not many stay with you. You remember objects, maybe, or a person or moments—that bike you once had, or that birthday party, or that neighbor boy, Kenny, who used to dress in army clothes, or the first-grade class hamster you brought home for winter break. But the days you remember are the big days, when life goes suddenly left or right, and this was one of those days. And so I remember that the power girl wore a suit of purple and black. Sprout would take power girl and dance her cheerily up my arm, flashing that mask.


“Sprout,” I warned. “Quit it.”


“She’s dancing,” Sprout said. “Girl’s gotta dance.” The mask flashed, on-off, on-off.


“She should be rescuing things,” I said, because I was only mildly annoyed, really. Sprout (Charlotte, her real name) was eleven, six years younger than me; enough that I always knew it was my job to look after her. This meant that I couldn’t pummel her for anything but her larger crimes. “Saving people. Performing heroic acts. Leaping across buildings.”


Sprout took my advice and the power girl jumped from my shoulder to my knee. “Her name is Rosebud,” Sprout said. She looked nothing like a Rosebud, with her pointy plastic breasts and wild black plastic hair and lethal plastic heels, but I kept quiet. “Rose. Bud,” Sprout said as the tall evergreens outside the train window sped past in blurry fast forward. “Someday I’ll just be sleeping and he’ll come along and wake me up with a kiss,” Sprout said. I looked over at her; she had her head laid back against the seat, her long black hair (which tangled like tree branches) in a braid behind her, eyes closed. Her lips were puckered, waiting. She’d done that conversational slipup, that thing you do when you forget that other people aren’t following along with you in your head. I connected the absent dots—Rosebud, Rose Red, fairy tale, Sleeping Beauty.


“You better hope not,” I said. “Any strange guy comes up to you and kisses you while you’re sleeping, man, you call the police.”




“He wouldn’t be a strange guy,” Sprout said as if this were obvious. “He would be the one.”


“God, don’t let Mom hear you say that.”


“I wouldn’t. I know that,” Sprout said. She was ticked off at me, because when you’re eleven, what makes you madder than anything is when people think you don’t know things that you do.


She flicked me with her thumb and forefinger, the kind of small gesture in close quarters that did make me want to pummel her. “Don’t,” I said.


“Cruisin’ for a bruisin’,” she said, which is something Grandma would say when Aunt Annie walked out before she’d helped with the dishes. But Sprout didn’t flick again. The power girl/Rosebud stomped around in her heels on the plastic train seat, and I went back to my biology homework. Cells dividing, one thing breaking up into two, two things breaking up into four. The blurred evergreens gave way to an expanse of water, a rocky shoreline under a gray May Northwest sky, two men in a boat, shingled houses. We were about halfway there. I erased a mistake, blew the bits of rubber dust from the page. I thought, Four weeks until summer. I felt Sprout’s eyes on me. I looked over at her.


“You have such long eyelashes,” she said. She made a curve in the air with her index finger. I smiled and wrote, Cell division is a process by which a cell, called the parent cell, divides into two cells, called daughter cells. Sprout fished around in her hat and pulled out her phone, which Mom insisted we each have for “emergencies.” Sprout’s was bright pink, and the emergency at the moment was the need to photograph my eyelashes. She held up the little camera lens very close to my face, and I heard the phone’s own electronic version of a shutter snap. She looked at the result, showed me the picture.


“Big eye,” I said. Sprout waved it around in spooky, big eye fashion. She then started taking up-close pictures of things while I finished biology. Close up of the knee of her jeans, the A on the cover of the Amtrak magazine, the scar on her right hand that she got when she fell off her bike. I pulled out the lunch Mom packed for us because she was convinced Dad would forget to feed us. It wasn’t forgetting exactly, I thought, just that he got so wrapped up in what he was doing he sometimes didn’t think about food until he himself was hungry. Then it was, Wow, I’m starved, and we’d get cheeseburgers and fries and onion rings and milk shakes and whatever else we wanted. And the milk shakes—he’d ask them to make us something that had never been made before. Half and half, or a mix of things. The poor fast-food guys didn’t know what to do. Dad never liked doing things the regular way, even something as mundane as eating. So, okay. Maybe he didn’t like doing parenting the ordinary way either.




DOROTHY HOFFMAN SILER PEARLMAN HOFFMAN:


The first young man I ever was sweet on was Ernest Delfechio, back when I was fifteen. This was before Rocky Siler, even. My first kiss. Fifty years ago, and I still remember it like it was yesterday. It was by the concession stand at the high school football game, and he used his tongue. Holy moly! That was pretty racy, let me tell you. The times were different—there wasn’t sex all over the television like there is today. People would never have talked about what Bill Clinton did with that intern. Ernest Delfechio’s kiss shocked and thrilled me, oh boy. I was in such a tizzy afterward that I came home and went to my room and played Pat Boone’s “Love Letters in the Sand,” Ernest Delfechio’s favorite song. I played it over and over again on my record player, thinking about that kiss.


My mother asked me, “What do you like about this young man?” I remember this, because I thought it was a strange question. What did I like about him? He liked me. All the other girls liked him. Take one look! That hair of his—he could have been a movie star.


I guess the real answer was that I had chemistry with Ernest Delfechio, and I had it with Rocky Siler, and Otto Pearlman, too. Let me tell you, you either have chemistry or you don’t, and you better have it, or it’s like kissing some relative. But chemistry, listen to me, you got to be careful. Chemistry is like those perfume ads, the ones that look so interesting and mysterious but you don’t even know at first what they’re even selling. Or those menus without the prices. Mystery and intrigue are gonna cost you. Great looking might mean something ve-ry expensive, and I don’t mean money. What I’m saying is, chemistry is a place to start, not an end point.


Later I remember finding out that Ernest Delfechio hated Pat Boone. I’d heard him wrong. “Love Letters in the Sand”—it was his sister’s favorite song.





Sprout and I ate tuna sandwiches and apple slices and Oreo cookies. The train stopped and started again, stopped and started, which meant that Portland was coming up. I zipped everything back up into my pack, shoved the little plastic bags into the brown lunch sack and crumpled it up. The train eased and slowed, and the people on the train rose and shuffled and reorganized and filed out, same as Sprout and me. We would do as we always had done—walk outside through the wide hall of the station, where we’d search for Brie’s black Mercedes by the curb. Brie Jenkins was Dad’s girlfriend of just over three years, and she’d been in his life since he came back into ours. She’d meet us and bring us to Dad’s because he always used the morning hours when he wasn’t traveling to work on his book. I made the mistake of telling Mom this once.


“His book.” Mom blew out a little puff of air from her nose and shook her head. “He can’t meet you at the train when he sees you twice a month? You know how long he’s been working on that book? Since forever.”


“I don’t mind,” I said. I didn’t. He got so excited about that book when he talked about it. Gabriel Garcia Marquez has nothing on me! It was the story of his Armenian family, told in magical realism. “And the book’s really good. He showed me a little of it.”


“Mmm-hmm,” Mom had said. We were in the kitchen, me looking for a snack after the long train ride home, her opening a can of food for our old dog, Ivar. “Don’t tell me. Something about his father, the diamond merchant. And his grandfather, who so believed in love that he turned into a stone after his third daughter married the old, fat, rich grocer.”


His grandmother. And he wasn’t a grocer, but a man who sold silks. But then, at her words, my chest began to ache; it felt like it was caving in on itself. I didn’t say anything. It would have been at least eight years since she’d seen that same few pages of “new work” he’d read aloud during a party of Brie’s friends a few weekends ago. Everyone had applauded, but Brie had seemed ticked off. I closed the cupboard door. I didn’t feel hungry anymore. Then again, smelling Ivar’s food could do that to anyone.


At the train station that day, we stood on the sidewalk and looked up and down for Brie’s car. Taxis scooted in and away, doors slammed, people waited at the curb, the luggage at their feet sitting like obedient retrievers.


“She’s late,” Sprout announced. She was playing with the end of her long braid, whisking it back and forth, back and forth against her palm.


“She’s never late,” I said. “Your tooth, right here.” I pointed to my own tooth, in the place where Sprout’s was brown with Oreo. She fixed hers with the edge of her fingernail, smiled big until I nodded my okay. I looked far up the line of cars—still no Brie. I felt a little skitter of worry. Brie, tall, blond, beautiful, who seemed both strong and fragile as glass, lived by the clock. She had taken over her father’s business when he died, a service that escorted visiting celebrities when they came to Portland for various events. Brie was never late because you couldn’t be late for movie stars and politicians. You couldn’t be late for sultans of other countries and rock stars who needed to get to a radio show by nine forty-five exactly.


“She’s late, big deal,” Sprout said. She loved Brie, in the way you love someone that you’ll never in a million years be. Sprout would try to be Brie for a moment anyway—she’d toss her head back and say, “So…” in that same way Brie did. One train ride home, I left the seat beside Sprout to sit somewhere else for a while, because she’d used so much of Brie’s perfume that I was getting a headache. I came back, though, because when I looked over at her, she looked sad. You could almost see the cool, confident puffs of cotton blossom perfume marching away from her in determined avoidance, this small person with her hair coming loose in chunks from her braid.


“I’m going to call,” I said.


“Don’t get her into trouble with Dad,” Sprout said.


“I won’t,” I said, though I wasn’t quite sure how to go about that. He would probably be pissed at being interrupted. I heard the phone ring, that echoey brrrrr in a far place. No answer.


“What if she’s not coming?” Sprout said. She held her hat close to her chest, her fingers through the holes of the crochet.


“Of course she’s coming,” I said, although I wasn’t sure at all.


I thought about calling Mom, and just as that thought was working out whether to stay or not, I saw Dad’s car, a little classic 1953 Corvette, white with red trim, that he kept in perfect condition. The top was down, and right there at the curb, three people turned to look at him. It’s a weird thing about Dad, but people always notice him. He has this mane of black hair (which he wears in a braid, same as Sprout) and a beaky, Armenian nose, and he’s tall and broad, and when you stop to think about it, not that great looking. Still, people are drawn to him, same as you’re drawn to that orange rock shining underwater amidst all the gray ones. He’s a performer in one of the longest-running juggling/vaudeville troupes around—the Jafarabad Brothers. Being a performer—maybe that’s another reason why he has this charisma. He works on a stage, and maybe there’s this piece of him that’s performing whether he’s actually on a stage or not. People’s eyes go to him. They’ll watch him picking out a grapefruit in Albertson’s.


That day, he didn’t notice everyone else’s noticing, as he usually does. He waved his arms toward us. “Get in, get in,” he said. “Traffic…Who thought it’d take this long to get to the fucking train station? Aren’t train stations supposed to be close? Aren’t train stations supposed to be convenient?”


“Where’s Brie?” Sprout demanded.


“Gone,” he said. “Stick your stuff in the back.” I heard a pop and the trunk opened. I tossed in my backpack. I saw a plaid blanket there, and a shopping bag full of some presents I recognized from Christmas with Brie’s mom. The sweater she’d given Dad, still in the box with the snowman wrapping paper; dress socks, bound in their white strip of packaging. That they had come from JC Penney had seemed to embarrass him, which I guess I understood, since he was used to much more expensive places.


Sprout had squeezed herself half on my lap and half on the gear shift. I buckled the seatbelt around us both. “You okay?” I asked, and she rolled her eyes.


Dad told us a story about Thomas as he drove, something Dad said was hilarious, about Thomas and Dad being recognized in a restaurant by some fans, but it was hard to hear the details with the wind whipping around us. Thomas was one of the Jafarabad Brothers. Dad was the main guy, with the stage name “Anoush Hourig,” Brother Anoush, whose name means “Sweet little fire,” which Joelle, his wife before Mom, thought up. Dad’s real name is Barry Hunt, and his other “brothers” are Siran and Ghadar, or, to us, Uncle Mike and Thomas. None are related, but Uncle Mike started the troupe with Dad before we were born, when he was first married to Joelle. “Ghadar” has been about five different people; the latest is Thomas, who used to live in New Jersey. The big joke is that the names are girl names in Armenian, but only Armenians know that, and they like being in on the laugh.


We got to Dad’s house, which is right on the river, an angled two-story shingled house that looks like a fairy-tale cottage gone mad. Cobblestones lead to the front door and down to the river, and the fireplace is made from big rocks. We pulled into the drive, and when Dad cut the engine, Sprout let out a long groan.


“Get me outta here, I can barely breathe,” she said. “Where has Brie gone? Did she go to LA to visit her mom? Did she take Malcolm or is he here with you?”


I got out of the car and let Sprout free. She was obviously more clued in than I was—I’d assumed Brie had gone on a business trip or something. But the questions meant something more to Sprout. You could tell by the way her eyes were darting around, searching for clues. These weren’t the kinds of questions that were only information gathering—they were anxious ones, begging for reassurance. “I don’t see her car,” Sprout said.


Dad got out, slammed the door. He wiped a smudge on the hood with the sleeve of the white tunic he wore with his jeans. “No, no,” he said. “Gone. Gone as in, gone, gone. Left. Sayonara. Nice knowing you, Barry. Thanks for the memories….”


He opened the front door with his key, and we stood in the entryway. Sprout looked stricken. “What do you mean?” she said softly, but you could tell what he meant by just stepping foot inside the house. Malcolm was Brie’s four-year-old, and he usually left evidence of his presence—tennis shoes by the door, plastic dinosaurs, Legos in the living room, a Ziploc bag of cheese crackers abandoned on the stairs—a trail of his activities same as breadcrumbs in a forest. But there were none of those things in sight—the house was clean. And it was quiet. There was no slam of a door or the pounding, running feet that we usually heard when Malcolm knew we’d arrived. There was no sound at all. It was so quiet, you could hear the kitchen clock tick-tick-ticking.


“I can’t believe this,” Sprout said. Her cheeks were flushed. “She can’t be gone.” Her voice wobbled. I took her hand.


“Charles, these things happen. I don’t want some big reaction on your part. If anyone should be having a reaction it’s me.” “Charles” was what my Dad called Sprout. No one on Mom’s side called her that. It was another strange thing about divorce. Sometimes even your own name was different.


“Why did she leave?” I asked, but maybe I had some idea already. I was trying to work up some sense of surprise, but it wasn’t what I was feeling, not really. I could pretend surprise out of politeness for Dad, but surprise was a lie. Brie was fifteen years younger than Dad, and he sometimes treated her as if she wasn’t quite ready to be out in the world without his help. Maybe he had his reasons. Probably he had his reasons. But I’d hear her through the wall in the next room. “I run my own business, Barry,” she’d say. “I’m perfectly capable of figuring out which skirt goes with what shoes.”


“I don’t know why she left,” Dad said. We followed him to the kitchen, where the walls were covered in wood from an actual barn, a deep brown, cozy wood. He opened the refrigerator and took out a Coke. “And, frankly, I don’t care. She’s the one making the mistake. After all I’ve given her?” He popped the cap, took a long swallow. “She’ll come running back, won’t she, and then it’ll be too late. You betray me? Simple. Good. Bye.” He wiped his hand in the air as if Brie had just been erased.


“Will we ever see her again?” Sprout said. “Will we ever even see her?” Sprout’s voice rose. She clutched that hat so tight in one hand, squeezed my own hand in her other.


“You want to? Charles, I don’t get why you’re all out of control, here. Brie never did anything for you. For any of us. She was a taker.”


“You said to treat Malcolm like my brother. Brothers don’t just disappear,” Sprout said.


Dad looked at me and made his eyes say Can you believe this craziness? He shook his head. He looked at his watch.


“Come on, Sprout,” I said. I let go. I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t even know what Come on meant, or what place I was urging her toward. Just someplace else, I guess.


“I’m going upstairs,” Sprout said. “I don’t know how you could do this. Goddamn it.” She would have never tried this at home. For some reason, at Dad’s we were the Good Child and the Bad Child. Sprout turned into some little tyrant here that she really wasn’t. Her back looked both fierce and dejected as she headed up.


Dad looked down at his hands, gave them an appraising look. He opened a drawer, took out a pair of fingernail clippers, and fit them over the curved moon of one fingernail. “Charles doesn’t know how much she hurts me,” he said. Click.


“I know,” I said.


“I try and try, and you know, honestly”—click—“I don’t know what I could have done different.”


“Nothing,” I said. “It was a little sudden. She’s just…confused.”




“Very confused.” He put the clippers down and looked up at me as if we agreed more than we did. “Does your mother allow her to talk like that? A ten-year-old girl, with that mouth? How is she going to turn out? You’ll help with dinner? Maybe something with chicken? Or we can go someplace.”


“Sure,” I said. Eleven-year-old girl with that mouth, I thought but didn’t say. I slung my backpack over the back of one chair.


“I’m going to write for a while,” he said. “You know Saturdays. The only day I’ve got. And once June hits…” June meant that the Jafarabad Brothers were on the road a lot. June meant that Dad “lived out of a suitcase,” though I noticed that “I live out of a suitcase” is one of those complaints that is actually bragging in disguise.


“Okay,” I said.


He turned as he headed out, as if he’d just remembered something. “How’s school and all? College applications? Et cetera, et cetera?”


“The counselor at school said I should apply to Yale,” I said. “Can you believe that?” I felt embarrassed to say it. Even the word itself seemed huge and made of ivy-covered brick.


He clapped his hands together, then gripped me in a hug. “I knew you’d be doing something fucking outrageous. My daughter at Yale.” He released me, held my shoulders. His dark eyes bore into mine in a display of deep connection and utter confidence. “Golden child,” he said.


I smiled. “It’s really competitive. I don’t even know if I want to go there. It’s just something she suggested.”


“Of course you’d want to go there,” he said. “You are not just anyone. The Hunts have never been average. You deserve the best,” he said.


“The best is expensive,” I said. “Even with a partial scholarship—it’s crazy expensive.”


“Well, we’ll have to talk,” he said. He kissed my cheek, a big on-purpose noisy smack. I felt pleased and hopeful. This was the thing about Dad. He could make you feel so special. He went upstairs to his office, and I played a game of Masterpiece with Sprout to cheer her up, because it was her favorite. We sat on her bed in the room we shared at Dad’s house, selling and buying treasures with paper money.


“Sprout, he hasn’t done anything to you,” I said.


“You’re kidding, right? Christ Almighty, Quinn,” she said. Another one of Grandma’s favorite expressions.


“I don’t know why you’re always on his case.”


“I don’t know why you never see a bad thing he does.”


We’d had this argument before, and it never went anywhere. And it would never go anywhere, as long as she kept listening to Mom. “He’s a great dad, even if he isn’t like other fathers. He’s different, that’s a good thing. He loves us,” I said.


“Right. He talks to us, and it’s like we’re not even really there.”


“That’s crazy. Of course we’re there. It wouldn’t kill you to make an effort,” I said as she rolled the dice and won a painting—the Jackson Pollock that looked like a square of crinkled aluminum foil.


She looked under the painting, at its hidden value. “Forgery,” she announced. She wasn’t supposed to tell, but she always did.




“Put it back. Go again,” I said.


“I wish you’d open your eyes,” she said.




FRANCES LEE GIOFRANCO:


When I was in the fifth grade, I had a thing for Carl Davis. Everyone had a thing for Carl Davis, so I guess you can say I lacked imagination. We were still making those frilly-assed paper hearts for Valentine’s Day in our class. Those big envelopes you stuff the valentines in. Mrs. Becker told us that we had to give every kid a valentine if we were going to give any, making sure some kid didn’t get so rejected he’d shoot up a school later.


But I wanted to give Carl Davis something special. More than just one of those cards with the pukey-tasting red suckers stuck through two holes. I begged my mom to take me to Bartell Drugs so I could get him a present. You could tell she didn’t think this was a great idea, but she was managing to keep her mouth shut. If you know my mom, though, you know she can’t manage to keep her mouth shut for long.


So, we’re standing in the pink-and-red aisle, you know, the one with the bears and the chocolate and the hearts and roses, those bizarre proof-of-love objects, and she says, “Frances Lee, why is it that you want to do this?” And I say, “Because I am in love with Carl Davis.” And Mom looks at me, and she’s very calm, and she says, “Frances Lee, I’ve been in over my head and in trouble and in need and in danger and incomplete, but I’d never been in love until I was forty-two and finally figured myself out.”




And it wasn’t meant to be mean or to kill my enthusiasm or anything, I know. And we did buy a big heart box of chocolates that the next day joined a deskful of presents for Carl Davis. She just said it to get me to stop and think. It did get me to stop and think. It still does.





Sprout and I finished the game of Masterpiece and then played another. After a while, Dad popped his head in the door.


“Let’s go out!” he said. “Let’s try something totally new. Celebrate.”


“Celebrate what?” I asked.


“Celebrate anything. Our life! The fact that we’re luckier than ninety-nine percent of the population. Name the cuisine,” he said to Sprout. “Name it. Something we’ve never had.”


“Holland,” Sprout said. She’d just done a report on it in her fifth-grade class.


“Dutch,” Dad mused. “Do they have Dutch food? Dutch restaurants? Waitresses in clogs? I’m not sure we’ll have much luck with that one, Charles. How about African? Pakistani? Korean? Afghani?”


“Afghan,” Sprout agreed. “Like the blankets.”


“Or the dogs with floppy ears,” Dad said. He flicked Sprout’s braid, and she reached up and flicked his in return. It was a small surrender. She needed him, too, even though she didn’t like to think so. Everyone needs their dad. I was glad we were all friends again.


Dad bounded down the stairs, and we grabbed our shoes and followed. He opened another dark wood drawer by its iron handle, the one where he kept the phone books. He pulled out the fat lump of the Yellow Pages and slopped it open. His Internet use was still at the first-grade level. “Afghan, Afghan…Ha! Basmani. Over on twelfth. Excellent. I’ve heard it’s got the best Afghan food. Buraani bonjon, qaabuli pallow. I love to say those words.” He said them again, added a midair curlicue flair. “Sounds like I’m casting a spell. Buraani bonjon!” he said fiercely, and thrust his fingertips at us.


“Ribbit,” Sprout croaked.


“Beautiful, it worked,” Dad said.


We squashed back into the car and headed to the restaurant, the bottom level of a Victorian house, with tables outside and strings of lights hanging all around. Dad parked in the handicapped space just outside the door.


“Handicapped,” I said.


“No one cares,” he said. “Anyway, people love it when I park my car out front. Brings in business.”


The inside of the restaurant was candlelit, with orange walls and ceilings draped with fabric. Crowded, and humming with noise. That night, he was Dad at his best, when he drew you in and you had more fun than you knew you could have. Dad of energy and big ideas. One time, Dad decided that we’d go in a restaurant and order the first six things on the menu, no matter what they were. Another time, we had a Yellow Party, where we ate yellow food and dressed in yellow and then left in the evening to find a yellow Rolls Royce we could test drive. Another night, we ate six brands of frozen Salisbury steak dinners to see which was best. At Basmani, Dad ordered more food than could fit on the table and told us stories about all the famous people he knew, and about the time the Jafarabad Brothers had tried a trapeze act, but only until he’d broken his arm in two places. He told us about his father, the diamond merchant. How a diamond was the hardest and most perfectly imperfect substance on earth, an object of beauty forever, its crystals forced up from the depths of the earth by erupting volcanoes. He drank a couple of glasses of wine and flirted with the waitress, and we all laughed loud, and quiet couples looked at us with envy. Then we carried a stack of Styrofoam boxes full of food home again, and they were still warm when I carried them on my lap.


Sprout went up to bed and so did Dad, but I promised Daniel I’d call him as I did every night, so I stayed downstairs because there was more privacy there. I wouldn’t have wanted anyone to hear all the passion and desire and sexual longing in our conversation. How was your day? Fine, great. How was yours? Oh, pretty good.


I took the phone from the cradle in the kitchen, settled into the big leather chair in the living room. Dad’s living room was as creative and patchwork as the rest of the house—the ceiling was covered in squares of tin pressed into elaborate designs, which had been taken from an old bank in New York that was about to be demolished, and the rug was a worn Oriental one covering the floor, which was made of the sort of polished, bumpy wood you’d see on an old ship. The room was full of objects he’d gotten on his travels—a music box, an ancient globe, a red tribal mask—and there was a painting above the fireplace that Sprout hated, a naked woman in cubist style, with one pointed, triangular breast, one rounded, oblong one. Dad loved these things—whenever there were visitors, he’d show them his objects, like a hunter in his trophy room. I got this when I was in Africa…. I got this when I met the artist in New York…. I put my feet up on the fringed, velvety footstool, got comfortable for the intelligent and stimulating conversation that was coming. So, what’d you do today? Oh, track practice. Mowed the lawn. You? Train ride—did my homework.


I was feeling the tumbling irritation of boredom, and the need to shake myself out of the kind of bad mood that would lead to the inevitable What’s wrong? Nothing conversation that would be full of edges and politeness and something close to cinched-in homicidal urges. I didn’t know what my problem was. Daniel was a great guy, and everyone told me what a great guy he was. I tried to remember what I liked about him. He was nice. That’s right. He had good legs from running track. We both liked math, and not many people understood that. He was…My mind snagged. Well, he was clean. Clean in all ways. His thoughts were as clean as his freshly showered hair. Which I think I liked. I was pretty sure I liked.


I leaned my head against the high back of the chair, holding the phone in my palm, and that’s when I saw it. Something that hadn’t been in the room the last time we were here. It was a small statue on a black square, a glass statue. It was a curve of glass about ten inches tall, something that managed to look both delicate and strong. I could see that there was a brass plate on it, with some sort of writing, and I got up to see what it said. I left the phone in the soft squish of the chair, squinted at the words. Humphrey Bogart, I read. Lifetime Achievement Award. Film Artists Association of America.




Okay, this was strange. Why would my father have a statue belonging to Humphrey Bogart? Why would it appear here suddenly? If he bought it somewhere recently, wouldn’t he have shown it to us or told us about it? It wouldn’t have been like purchasing a new pair of shoes or a garden tool not worth a mention.


I looked at it, and there was a part of me that did not want to touch it, did not want to do what I did next, which was to pick it up and look underneath. I think I must have already had the sense that something was wrong, that this object had no place here. That the reasons it was here were bad reasons, ugly ones. But I was curious, too. And so I held the bottom of the statue up close so that I could read the words taped on a tiny note at the bottom of the statue. To Hugh Jenkins, it read. And to scotch on the rocks…Humphrey Bogart.


Humphrey Bogart! Jenkins. I felt something heavy and dark in my stomach, some whirling mix of questions and the dread of their answers. It was Brie’s statue. Something that had belonged to her father. So, why was it here? Maybe she had given it to Dad. A present. A going-away thing. A good-bye, something-to-remember-me-by thing. People did that, right?


But I had a stronger, whispered thought. One of those whispers that are less curtains fluttering in a breeze than lawn chairs being tossed across patios in a windstorm. I knew that Brie did not know my father had this. That Brie might never know my father had this.


I knew because I remembered another object in the room. A bust of a woman’s head that I had always found slightly eerie, made out of some kind of clay, with initials scratched into the base. A.R. I knew those initials. A.R., Abigail Renfrew.


Two things that belonged to women in his life. Was this a crazy thought? Was I nuts? That I thought there were maybe more things in this room that belonged to other people? Other women?


I did something else then, and I don’t even fully know why I did it. It was a hunch, if a hunch is ever just that. I lifted up other objects and looked underneath. A globe, no, nothing. A paperweight, just a paperweight. A book end shaped like an elephant. Nothing. I looked with growing unease. And then, there it was. Just like that. A name scratched in the bottom of a tall, brightly colored vase. Jane, age six, it said. And there, too, under the red tribal mask, the name Olivia Thornton. Written with blue ink on a piece of masking tape in handwriting I didn’t recognize. Under a mantel clock, its hands stopped at 3:30, one word, Elizabeth. I pulled the footstool to the mantel and lifted down the painting there. I got this when I met the artist in New York…. It was large and heavy, and I struggled with it. But there, tucked into the corner of the frame was a business card. Joelle Giofranco, it read. Costume design and alterations.


Inside, I felt as if something were falling and about to crash: He had taken something from every woman he’d been involved with. Isn’t that what he had done? It was too eerie and disturbing not to have an explanation, right? What was the truth here? I suddenly wanted that, no needed that, more than anything else. I felt my breath in my chest and my heart beat as if a thing had crashed and landed just there beside me. And, too, right then as my sister and father lay sleeping and I stood on a footstool with a painting in my hands, there was a softer, quieter realization: that the truth I wanted so badly was likely as hard and faceted as one of the diamonds Dad told us about—perfectly imperfect, formed somewhere deep within and existing there, until it was brought to the surface by volcanic eruptions and simple need.















Chapter Three







“Jesus, you scared me.” Grandma minimized the computer screen in a flash, whirled her fluffy-white-haired head around. She looked guilty. She put one veiny hand against her pink sweatshirt. “You almost gave me a heart attack. Don’t you know better than to do that to an old lady?”


Gram sat at a desk in our office/spare room, one of those spaces that collected everything that had nowhere else to go—Mom’s sewing machine, Aunt Annie’s weights, this huge “Leprechaun trap” glued to green Elmer’s-and-glitter cardboard that Sprout had made in the first grade for St. Patrick’s Day. I put my hands on Gram’s shoulders, kissed the top of her head. “I just needed to work on a paper. Film studies…‘Phantom of the Opera as an example of Classic Horror Cinema.’”


“eBay,” Gram said, tilting her head to the computer, which now held only the blue desktop with white clouds. “Don’t tell your mom. Salt and pepper shakers shaped like chefs. Adorable.” She looked at her wrist, but she wasn’t wearing a watch. “Ten more minutes until the bidding’s over. Can you come back?”


“Sure,” I said. She waited with her hands in her lap. Stared at me intently. “I’m going,” I said.


“It’s just I get nervous when the competition’s hot,” she said.


I tried to call Liv, but she didn’t pick up, and I left a message for Daniel to tell him I was thinking about him, because I felt guilty for not thinking about him. I went back into the office fifteen minutes later—Gram had left, so I settled into the chair. It had been five days since I had seen the names under the objects at Dad’s house, and for those five days I had felt oddly fragmented, as if a piece of my mind was constantly at work on something else. It was that sense you get after you’ve lost something—your car keys, say, and you’ve decided to give up looking for a while. You go on with other things, you make a sandwich, pour a glass of milk, but there’s still a part of you going, Maybe I left them in the pocket of my black jacket. Maybe I dropped them down between the couch cushions…. My mind was doing some kind of indistinct nagging that I didn’t want it to do, some off-duty work it could have been paid time and a half for.


I typed a few lines of my paper; listless, have-to lines, flat and uninspired lines. I looked up “1920 Horror Cinema” on the Web. I switched back to the mostly blank page I was working on, watched the cursor blink on-off, on-off. I swapped back to the Web. I typed “Jafarabad Brothers” into the search box. I was aware of the silver ring on the middle finger of my right hand, two arms that made a circle and held a heart, a ring my father had given me on my sixteenth birthday. I pushed enter and a list of results came up—newspaper articles, reviews of shows, interviews. I clicked one at random. Anoush Hourig began the troupe just out of college, when he needed money to fund a round-the-world sailing trip with a friend. The first show, at a campus dormitory, was so financially successful that the sailing trip was cancelled.


I knew this story. This was where Dad would joke that the audience was so sloshed that they started throwing things, and he and Uncle Mike had to run for their lives, empty-handed. Financially successful? Broke, I thought he’d said. I read on: “That the audience members were severely intoxicated helped with tips,” Hourig joked. “One guy threw his wallet at us…We walked out of there with more money than either of us had ever seen.”


This was what you did when you were a performer, I guessed. You acted out a good story. Maybe you’d change it a little, depending on who was in the audience. Dad on a sailing trip? We could barely get him on a ferry. He was afraid of boats, he said, a fear instilled in him by his mother, after his diamond-merchant father was nearly lost at sea. I guess the main thing was to give a good show. Dad could keep you right there, listening and laughing, and maybe you didn’t always think about exactly what he said until later. Maybe the details didn’t matter, because you were just so entertained. Or maybe I had just remembered the story wrong.


I looked at all the search results, all the entries. Pieces of my father known and unknown. If I put my own name, Quinn Hoffman Hunt, in there, I know what I’d get. One entry, from the time I organized the food drive for Honor Society and it got written up in the Nine Mile Falls paper. One me, hundreds of hims. I felt the huge space between those numbers, the known and the unknown; I saw that space, and it looked like it stretched for miles.




MARY LOUISE HOFFMAN:


The first boy I ever liked was Sam Jaeger in the ninth grade. I should tell my girls about this. We had this class called Home Economics. Apparently there isn’t a Home Economics anymore—my daughter Quinn once got stuck in some elective called Life Skills, but it wasn’t the same. They balanced a checkbook, that kind of thing. But ours, you learned how to be a nice little housewife. The classroom even had all these mini-kitchens and sewing machines, and they taught us how to sew a pillow that looked like an animal and plan a meal that was varied in color and texture. We made a grilled-cheese sandwich using an iron, although I must say I never again made a grilled-cheese sandwich using an iron. You wrap it in aluminum foil; I still remember that. Anyway, boys who wanted to meet girls would take the class too, and Sam Jaeger was one of those. Now that I think about it, he was a perfect start to my romantic history, because he was a player. One of those guys who’s sexy already at, what, fourteen. The ones you pray will never cross the paths of your daughters. Not thin and short and awkward, but aware of his body and knowledgeable about the way eye contact can make you want someone before you realize who they even are.
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