
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      
    
  


  



  
    Thanks for downloading a Shebook.


    To find out more about other great short e-books by and for women,


    click here, or visit us online at shebooks.net.


    Enjoy your read!

  


  



  
    Copyright © 2014 by Rochelle Jewel Shapiro


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission.




    Cover design by Laura Morris


    Cover image from Shutterstock




    Published by Shebooks


    3060 Independence Avenue


    Bronx, NY 10463


    www.shebooks.net




    These stories are fiction. Names, characters ,and places are fictional or used fictionally.




    “A Sympathetic Listener” was published in the MacGuffin in spring 1988.




    “Great-aunt Mariah and the Gigolo” was published in Front Range Review in spring 2010.

  


  
    

    


    
Table of Contents



     


    


    Secrets


    A Sympathetic Listener


    Great-aunt Mariah and the Gigolo


    Reading Guide Questions


    About the Author

  


  
    

    


    
Secrets




    

    


    “You ran him over!” Arianna’s mother says. “It wasn’t a dog. It was an old man.”


    It’s 2:00 a.m. and we both bolt awake. I’m 17 and in Arianna Channing’s room. Our twin beds are right across from each other, though the one I’m in is used only when a friend sleeps over. “I wouldn’t have hit anything,” her father slurs, “if you weren’t so drunk that I had to be the one to drive after I had a few.”


    “Me, drunk?” her mother yells. “You were weaving before you even got in the car. I said we should take a cab home and go back for the car tomorrow. That poor old man!”


    “It was not an old man,” her father throws back. “It was a dog! A dog!” He begins to bark.


    The sound is like gunshot. I pull my knees up to my chest, but I don’t let myself make a sound. I’m sure Arianna knows that I am hearing them, too. I feel her eyes on me like hot beams of shame. I force myself to lie still.


    “Even if you thought it was a dog,” her mother cries, “you shouldn’t have just driven away.” There’s the scrape of a chair.


    “Shut up, now!” her father says, “Will you just shut up?”


    “I know it was a man,” her mother insists. “Even though you were drunk as a lord, so do you. He was an old man with a cane.”


    I had never thought of Arianna’s parents as drunks before. I often saw them having cocktails in their living room—sophisticated martinis poured from a silver shaker into fluted glasses. Their noses and cheeks didn’t blaze as my mother’s did when she slugged down shots of Schnapps, nor did they start singing “Bringing in the Sheep.” Arianna’s mother is a businesswoman. She wears suits. She’s sent out of town to make deals. This is 1963. Mothers either stay home or drop their arches working all day behind the counter of their husbands’ stores. Like my mother at my father’s grocery. And Arianna’s father is a real businessman who wears a suit and tie, a trench coat, and a hat, not a short-sleeve nylon shirt and an apron. Born in America, her father speaks like a college man. He doesn’t say “tum” instead of “thumb” and isn’t always afraid that he’ll be deported to Russia. How could anything this horrible happen between two perfect modern people? They’re as perfect as Jackie and John Kennedy.


    I hear someone bump into something. I know what it is to be that drunk. Last year, Suzanne Nelson’s mother invited all her own friends, her husband’s business associates, and just a few of Suzanne’s friends to Suzanne’s Sweet 16 party. While the adults were on the dance floor—who wanted to foxtrot and cha-cha?—Arianna and I sneaked from table to table, pouring leftover drinks into our water glasses and then gulping them down. The ballroom became as dizzying as trying to walk the tilting floors of Davy Jones Locker in Playland. At first we were reeling around, laughing hysterically, until Arianna got so sick that I had to hold her head over the toilet bowl while she puked. Then I washed her face with cold water, the neckline of her dress, too. Just as she was coming around, I began to throw up. When she held my head over the toilet, I got vomit in my hair. Afterward, weak, leaning against the toilet stall together, she on one wall, me on the other, we swore to each other we’d never drink again.


    The noise dies down. The slat of light that shows under our door goes out. I turn to Arianna, trying to think of what to say, but she’s facing the wall, burrowed under her covers, her back to me. I slip out of bed and gently touch the top of her head. She flinches but becomes still again, not saying a word. I go back to bed and try to even my breathing and sleep.


    The smell of bacon and strong coffee waft into Arianna’s room with the sun. Arianna’s bedding looks storm-tossed. Her blonde hair whips around her head. Her blue eyes look smudged. She yawns, stretches. “I could use some coffee,” she says, as if nothing has happened the night before.


    In the kitchen, her mother’s wrist trembles as she drinks her coffee, spilling it on the ruffled sleeve of her lilac robe. But Arianna’s father, in his shiny smoking jacket with his initials in white on the chest pocket, the man who, if I wasn’t dreaming, might have run someone down last night, is eating a heap of scrambled eggs with at least six strips of bacon. “So, Snow White and Rose Red, how’s school going?” he asks, looking from Arianna to me.


    “Our English teacher, Mr. Melman, is amazing,” Arianna says. “He knows a lot of Shakespeare by heart. He stands on top of his desk to recite passages from Macbeth and acts it all out. Daddy, he even does Lady Macbeth.” She chatters for the both of us, talking too fast and high-pitched while I push my eggs around my plate with a fork. “And Mommy, Mr. Melman told me that if I keep up the good work in all my classes, I have a chance at being valedictorian.”


    We’re 17. Why is she talking like a baby? All that Mommy and Daddy instead of plain old Mom and Dad, as if she has to remind them that she’s their kid, that she needs them.


    After breakfast, as I’m throwing my things into my little round overnight case to leave, Arianna grabs my arm. “Leah, you won’t tell anyone you heard my father bark, will you?” Her smile is strained, her eyes wide with fear. This is her begging me to keep a secret.


    “I won’t tell,” I say. But the secret I’m going to have to keep begins to build in me like a stomach virus as I realize what it all means. I can’t talk it over with Arianna. If I press it, she’ll hate me. I won’t be able to tell any of my other friends, even if they don’t know her, because rumors could spread. Telling my parents is impossible. My mother yacks so much her mouth is as blurry as her unblotted Tangee lipstick, and if the police come to our house, my father will be terrified, thinking he’ll be sent back to Russia even though he is a citizen now. I understand Arianna’s father can be arrested, maybe both of her parents, and then Arianna, an only child with no other relatives I’ve ever heard of, will have to go to foster care. But I picture the old man who was run over, lying alone on a dark road, bleeding, his cane just out of reach. I think of his elderly wife, waiting for him at home, her pulse getting faster each second. I imagine her phoning her children, the police, crying that something must have happened to her husband. “He left hours ago to get me Pepto-Bismol. I told him it could wait until tomorrow, but he can’t stand to let anyone suffer.” I tear at my arms with my fingernails, drawing blood. Some Good Samaritan must have come upon him, called an ambulance, and stayed with him, covering him with a coat. I make up my mind that the old man is all right.


    So I tell no one.


    But I check the local papers, trying to see if a hit-and-run was reported and whether or not the guy survived and how he was doing. Because I didn’t tell, I feel as if I had been the one who ran him down. I see a notice. The man was 83, a husband, a father of two, grandfather of six. His name was Michael O’Donnell. They have an old picture of him receiving a medal from the mayor when he retired from the fire department at 55 with a severe leg injury he got jumping out of a burning building with a baby in his arms. The hit-and-run took place on the corner of Rockaway Beach Boulevard and Beach 91st Street in the shadow of the El. There are no witnesses. He was taken to the hospital and died instantly.


    My whole body gets as numb and prickly as a fallen-asleep foot. I have to go to his wife. I have to make sure she’s OK. I get Jimmy Feeney, a skinny, big-eared guy with bad teeth who hangs around the local candy store, to drive me, because I know he won’t refuse. He’s always trying to buy every girl a Coke. I tell him to park across the street and wait for me. I ring the doorbell. Mrs. O’Donnell, a white-haired woman with blue eyes like my own grandma, opens the door. There are tear tracks in her face powder. She blinks at me. I haven’t thought about what I will actually say to her. I just stand there like a blushing lummox.


    “Can I help you?” she asks.


    I shake my head. My tongue is glued to the floor of my dry mouth. He’s dead, I tell myself. Mike O’Donnell is dead and whatever I say, it won’t bring him back. I can’t take Arianna’s father away from her.


    “Are you lost?” Mrs. O’Donnell asks.


    “Yes,” I say. And then I turn and go back to Jimmy’s car, feeling her watching me. She doesn’t close her door until I’m in the car.


    Instead of taking me back to the candy store, Jimmy Feeney drives to 35th Street and parks his dinged-up Plymouth Fury by the bungalows vacated for the summer. He pulls me toward him, pinning me down on his lap so that my shoulder is stuck beneath the bottom of his steering wheel. His hands roam all over me. He leans down and kisses me. He’s a mouth breather, drooling as he kisses. He grabs my crotch. I start to cry in big heaves. Not for me. For Mike O’Donnell. I’m not even here. I’m on the corner watching Mike O’Donnell get hit by Arianna’s father’s Buick. I’m back on Mrs. O’Donnell’s porch, telling her I’m lost.


    Jimmy sits up, scrutinizes my face. “How old are you anyway?”


    “Thirteen,” I say.


    “Fuck you, you little tramp,” he snarls. “Lucky I’m a guy that’s all heart.” He pushes me away, floors the gas. We jerk out of the empty street. A few blocks from the candy store, he leans across me and opens the door. “Get out! I don’t want anyone seeing me with you.” He sneers at me. His nose is running.


    I want to tell Arianna about how I ended up in Jimmy Feeney’s car. I want to tell her that I am keeping her secret, even though I can hardly think of anything else. I call her up.


    “Arianna, I know his name. I met his wife. The man your father—”


    “I have to get off,” she says. Her voice is tinny, as if she’s talking to me from another country. She acts as if we’ve never been friends. “I’m expecting a call,” she says and hangs up.


    I call her right back. There’s a busy signal, but I bet she’s just left the phone off the hook. I pace the house blindly, stubbing my toe on the wall.


    I tell myself that I’ll see her in school, but every time I do, she’s surrounded by other people or rushing to a class, and when she sees me, she waves, but she doesn’t meet my eyes. If I don’t get it all out, I feel as if I’ll erupt like the volcanoes I make every year for the science fair.


    It isn’t until a few days later that I catch Arianna sitting alone in the stairwell to the band room, her head in her hands. I plunk down on the step next to her. “We have to talk,” I say.
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