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SIXTEEN

.l.

It was my sixteenth birthday and my father wouldn’t buy me
a car.

This was all the talk at Hillsboro, the fancy girls” prep school
[ attended in Los Angeles, which we all pretended to hate but
secretly adored.

I thought he had been teasing me all this time. He used to
do that when I was little, telling me the Powers that Be had can-
celed Christmas or moved Disneyland. I never believed him. It
just made me laugh. So I thought it was part of the routine
when he kept saying, “I'm serious, Lynnie, no car.”

“Right, Dad.”

“This is for real.”

“Igetit.”

Obviously, I didn’t get it.

When I woke up that day and tore into the jewelry box
sitting in the empty cereal bowl, I didn’t find a gleaming Volks-
wagen key. I found a dull silver charm bracelet with birds on it.

You read that right. A charm bracelet. With birds on it.
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My father, who was not a stupid man, smiled and waited. 1
just stared at him with my jaw unhinged.

“It’s a charm bracelet,” he said.

“Yeah, with birds on it.”

He said, “It’s vintage.”

“Right.”

“Do you like it?”

“Dad, come on, where’s the real present?”

His face deflated and I felt horrible and horrified at the
same time.

“I told you. There is no car.”

“You were serious?”

“I told you.”

“But why?”

“Because you don’t need a car. You barely know how to
drive.”

“That’s not the point.”

He sat down next to me and held the bird bracelet up.

“Sweetie, this belonged to your mother.”

That didn’t have the effect he was hoping for. I already had a
lot of my mother’s jewelry, all of it nicer than this.

But he had that look on his face that he got whenever my
mother came up. [ couldn’t torture him, no matter how mad I
was. ] just kissed him and took the bracelet and went upstairs to
dress. I put it on because I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but
it was all kinds of ugly. First, it didn’t appear to be real silver.
More like nickel. And the birds were deformed-looking, some of
them with their wings and beaks chipped off. It wasn’t close to
something I'd ever wear. It wasn’t even something my mother
would wear.



The whole ordeal felt like a punishment. I hadn’t done any-
thing wrong except turn sixteen. And he couldn’t be mad at me
about that.

The ride to school that day was quiet. As we cruised along
the Pacific Coast Highway, I glanced at the ocean and the surfers
bobbing in the waves. I wondered what they were thinking.
Then I remembered that surfers mostly didn’t think. So I won-
dered what they were feeling, hurling themselves into the arctic
water before breakfast.

I’d always wanted to try it. Normally I'd say a thing like that
out loud to my father, but today I was quiet.

As we merged onto the 10 freeway, my father said, “Gee,
feels like you could hang meat in here.”

“Oh, did you say something? I couldn’t hear you over the
sound of my heart smashing into pieces.”

“Sweetie, the thing about the car, it’s complicated.”

[ had no response to that.

“And I thought you’d like the bracelet.”

[ twisted it on my wrist and felt the birds poking into my
skin.

I always understood that I might not get a new car, because
he thought that was showy and spoiled and I didn’t disagree. In
fact, I was relishing the idea of being the pragmatic, environ-
mentally sensitive, politically correct girl. I had speeches pre-
pared about my used VW Beetle. “You know, even the hybrid
SUVs burn more fossil fuels than my car, and they break down
more often, which is bad for the environment.” I had no idea if
this was true.

This wasn’t about showing off. All the girls in my circle pre-
tended not to be rich. It wasn’t cool to be rich. We tried to act
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middle class and socially responsible. We worried about people
in Somalia and women in burkas and the disappearing rain
forests, and we hated Humvees and we thought everyone
should be eating a third less meat. The only area where we were
willing to exhibit some rampant consumerism was in the area of
the car. You got one on your sixteenth birthday. You just did.

Except me. I just didn’t.

As we approached the school T said, “Any idea of what I
should say to people? I mean, you never fully explained it.”

“Tell them we’re not from here.”

“But I am from here.”

“Then tell them I'm not. I do things differently. Blame it on
your horrible, mean, miserly father and his cracker back-
ground.”

[ didn’t know how to break it to him that this approach
would not fly. We were all from L.A., regardless of where our
parents grew up, and if there was anything resembling a con-
nection to another place, unless it was Europe, we all denied it.
The fact that my parents grew up somewhere in the swamps of
the South, where no one speaks correctly, let alone knows how
to vote, well, that just was not going to come up over our
lunches of seaweed and brown rice on the finely manicured
lawn of Hillsboro.

Besides, the fact that he was not from here was a totally lame
excuse. He was a lawyer, which was embarrassing, but he was an
ACLU lawyer before he went into private practice, which meant
he spent a respectable amount of time worried about the poor,
the disenfranchised, issues of diversity, and so on. Every year
they called on him to present the civics award. I always blushed
when he stood up to make the speech. But when he started
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talking I relaxed, because his voice had a silvery quality and he
looked like a middle-aged rock star. You would be able to glance
at him in a mall or a grocery store and say, “That guy was once
cool.”

So the car ordeal didn’t make sense. Except it did. In a way
that we could not discuss.

We pulled up in front of the school, behind the cars of
eighth and ninth graders being driven by their parents. Upper-
classmen were parking their cars across the street, in the lot that
required a special decal.

“I really don’t see why this is such a big deal,” he said as |
got out, dragging my backpack.

I held my tongue hard. I had never said it to him in all this
time, in eight years, no matter how tempted I had been, I hadn’t
said it and I didn’t want to start now.

“Bye, Dad.” I slammed the door.

Mom would have understood. That’s what I didn’t say.

.2.

Zoe and Talia were my best friends. Zoe was short and cute with
curly hair and she never stopped talking. Talia was beautiful
with a great sense of style and a heightened sense of drama.
They were waiting for me at my locker, which was decorated
with streamers and pom-poms and candy. Part of the tradition
on your sixteenth was taping up a picture of your car.

Zoe hugged me. “Finally, finally. Our baby is growing up.”

“Funny, Mom.”

This was a reference to me being the youngest in the class by
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a year, the result of a nursery school teacher who had declared
me a genius and encouraged my parents to skip me a grade.
Later they found out that she had bipolar disorder and she was
sent away to recover, but [ still carried the legacy of that chance
encounter.

Talia got right to the point. “Is it a Beetle?”

“No, it’s a charm bracelet.”

“What?”

I held up my wrist.

“Are those birds?”

“Yes, they are birds. You get to go to the bonus round.”

“But you're getting a car, too,” Zoe said.

“Nope.”

She had a white Honda and Talia had a blue Mini. They had
given their cars names. The Honda was called Stephanie and the
Mini was called Fernando. My Beetle was going to be D. J. Dy-
nasty Handbag, after a character on SNL. D J. for short.

“That is bizarre, truly,” Talia said, sinking her teeth into the
drama. “There must be a reason. Some dark, twisted reason.”

“It’s because he’s not from here. Because he’s from the
South and he grew up poor and he didn’t get a car: That’s what
he says. But I know it’s because of my mother.”

“What about your mother?” Talia went wide-eyed. “You
mean other than she’s dead?”

“Yeah, I can’t come up with anything bigger than that.”

“Oh, right, and she died in a car.”

In a bad car wreck. Everyone phrased it that way. “A bad car
wreck, when Lynnie was little.” As if there were such a thing as
a good car wreck. Exactly fifteen minutes after dropping me off



at school on a Tuesday morning when I was in the third grade.
Drunk driver. Bad drunk driver.

My father came to pick me up from school. I still remem-
bered his face in the rectangular window outside my classroom.
The teacher led me to the hall. My father knelt down to be at
eye level with me. He said, “Lynnie, Mommy is gone.” It was
that simple. And part of me still blamed him just because he
was the one who said it. I remember going very still and think-
ing, Don’t cry, don’t show anything. Because if you show some-
thing it will be real, not just for you but for him. I started taking
care of him right that moment.

And T hadn’t stopped. I didn’t know how to stop. Which
was why [ was wearing the stupid bird bracelet and why I hadn’t
cried or complained as much as I wanted to about the car. I
had to let it go. He had been through enough and I was all
he had.

How did I know this? I knew it because he didn’t have a life
outside of me. He just worked and came home. He never dated.
Sometimes he still watched videos from when Mom was alive,
and he always had a Scotch at night, but that could have been a
lawyer thing.

But it honestly hadn’t occurred to me until that very mo-
ment that he was trying to protect me from the same fate. How
could I not have seen it? How could it have fallen on Talia’s
sense of tragedy to bring it into focus?

“Bad car wreck,” I said. I could feel the blood rushing to my
face and I didn’t know if I was mad or embarrassed or some
emotion I couldn’t identify.

“Eight years ago,” Zoe said quietly. I looked at her. It was the



voice of reason coming out of the wilderness. “That was eight
years ago. | mean, geez.”

“Way to be sensitive,” Talia said. “As if you ever get over a
thing like that.”

Zoe shrugged. “But he lets you ride with other people. He
drives a car.”

I shook my head. “That’s different.”

The noises in the hall seemed very loud and T felt light-
headed.

“Lynne, are you okay?” Zoe asked.

“Yeah, you look all white,” Talia said.

“Maybe [ need air.”

“We're outside.”

“Maybe I need different air. I'll see you guys later. I have to
get to homeroom,” I said. “History . . .”

I walked away in a haze of understanding.

.3.

Jen Connor was sitting under a tree, ignoring everyone and be-
ing ignored, flipping through a magazine. I didn’t know her
well. At Hillsboro she was considered an underachiever, one of
those rare girls who didn’t care about her grades or if she got
into any college, let alone an Ivy League. She was a surf bum.
One of those people who made it look as if surfers never
thought about anything but water and wind.

My father and I lived in the Palisades, in the hills staring
down at the ocean, and I could see them floating out there like
sea mammals. When my mother was alive she would take me
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for walks on the beach and we’d stop and sit on the sand and
watch them catching waves. She rooted for them and clapped
and yelled, which embarrassed me even then, but my mother
had great and noisy enthusiasm for things.

“If I were younger I'd try it,” she’d say.

I didn’t think it had to do with being younger, though. It had
to do with this strange sense of longing and sadness my mother
had, as if she’d missed out on something, as if there were a
party she had not been invited to.

[ remembered her reading “Cinderella” to me when I was lit-
tle and I asked her why the stepmother was so mean and why
the father didn’t come home and she said, “Oh, sweetie, some-
times people just lose their way in the world.”

[ wasn’t any expert in child psychology, but it seemed like a
complicated answer to a simple question. I would have been
happy with “It’s just a story.”

“Hey, Lizard,” Jen said without looking up. She gave me that
nickname last year when we were science lab partners. I had al-
ready forgotten why. I just remembered I had done all the work.

“Hey, Jen.”

“Happy birthday. I saw your locker.”

“Thanks.”

“What are you, seventeen?”

“Sixteen. I skipped a grade.”

“What'd you get?”

[ held up my wrist.

She squinted at the bracelet and said, “I mean, the ride.”

“Didn’t get one,” I said. “My dad has a hangup about driving.”

She stuck out her lip and nodded as if this were vaguely

interesting.



“What did you get?” T asked.

“My birthday was last March. I got a Toyota truck. Throw my
boards in the back. You know.”

“Yeah.”

[ hesitated, swaying on my feet.

“So I was thinking. Since it’s my birthday and I feel like do-
ing something crazy, would you teach me how to surf?”

“That is so random,” she said.

“Are you going out today?”

“Yeah, I'll probably hit Sunset. If you want to go.”

“Ido.”

She laughed, tossing her sun-bleached hair over her shoulder.

“Dude,” she said, “way to get your father back. If he won’t
let you drive, I gotta think he hates you surfing.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That occurred to me.”

She closed her magazine and glanced at the big diving watch
she wore on her tanned arm.

“No time like the present,” she said.

I laughed nervously. “What do you mean? We’re a minute
away from first bell.”

She cocked her head at me and said, “Do you feel sick? You
look sick to me.”

“No, I'm not sick. Wait. What are you suggesting?”

First bell sounded and she stuffed her magazine into her
backpack.

“Meet me in the parking lot. We never had this conversa-
tion, of course.”

She stood up and walked away.

I stood in the quad and felt all the students rushing past me,
running to their homerooms, and there was a very strong pull to
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be where 1 was supposed to be. But the birds were dancing
against my arm, and I could barely hear my mother’s voice any-
more, and [ knew I had to do something different. It was my
birthday, after all, and if I wasn’t getting a car, [ needed to do
something outrageous, something to prove that it wasn't me
who had died in the bad car wreck.

I ran to my decorated locker and stuffed my belongings into
it. Then I glanced around to see who was watching. No one
was. I walked calmly away from the front of the school, crossed
the street, and found myself in the upperclassmen parking lot,
surrounded by all those cars that were not mine.

Jen was leaning against her black pickup truck, her board
jutting out like a natural appendage. She raised her chin when
she saw me approaching.

“You're saving me,” she said. “I was totally unprepared for
my geometry quiz.”

“You’ll get an incomplete,” I said with a sense of alarm I
should have disguised.

She laughed. “I learn more about math in the water than I
do in class. Climb in.”

I got into her truck and she turned up the tunes and I felt all
loose and crazy, as if we were on our way to rob a bank or make
some other misstep from which I'd never recover. I thought of
my father in his office, assuming everything was right with the
world. I never defied him this way. I felt the sweat breaking out
on my forehead but I was too embarrassed to tell Jen.

We pulled out of the parking lot and she said, “Anywhere
you want to go before we hit the water? We could get subs or
something.”

“It’s barely eight o’clock.”
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“Yeah, time is not such an important thing in my world.”

She turned up the volume and drummed the dash.

I thought, Wow, there’s a whole world where the accepted
structure just doesn’t matter. Getting good grades, playing by
the rules, pleasing people, none of it mattered. I wondered what
did matter in a universe like that, but I didn’t feel brave enough
to ask.

“Well,” I said, “since we’re on the road, there’s somewhere I
want to go.”

“Yeah? Name it.”

“Westwood,” I said.

“Westwood? What's there besides movie theaters and chain
restaurants and creepy UCLA students?”

“There’s a cemetery,” I said. I was about to elaborate but I
didn’t need to. She got it. After all, I was one of the few kids at
Hillsboro with a dead mother.

“Sure, I'll take you there,” she said. “But don’t get all mo-
rose. We'll stop off. But the point is, we’re surfing.”

“I'm down with it,” I said, feeling automatically embarrassed.
She didn’t have a big response to my outdated vernacular. Either
she wasn’t listening or I just didn’t register on her radar.

Jen parked the truck on a side street, right behind the ceme-
tery. It was hidden away behind a Presbyterian church on
Wilshire Boulevard, and most people didn’t know about it. A
few film buffs knew it existed because Marilyn Monroe was
buried there. Occasionally you'd see tourists in clumps with
their cameras, but mostly it was empty and serene. It was
completely devoid of people this time of day. I walked past vari-
ous graves and Jen lagged behind. I glanced back and saw that
she had lit a cigarette and was staring at the clouds. I didn’t
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know what I was doing with her. I didn’t know what I was doing
atall.

As we approached the grave markers, she suddenly stopped
and called out to me.

“Hey, I'm parked in a red zone,” she said. “I'll hang by the
truck, but don’t be too long.”

I watched her heading back to the street. Her profile looked
cool and sophisticated. But she was afraid of the cemetery.

I found my mother’s grave without trying. I visited it fre-
quently, sometimes with my father but most times without. It
was a small gravestone, off-white marble, and it said nothing
more than this: Catherine Russo. Beloved wife and mother. May
she rest with God. 1960-1997. I had stared at that headstone a
number of times, trying to recall something of my mother while
standing in front of her grave. It was still hard for me. She was
in the kitchen, making cookies, or she was in my bedroom,
singing me to sleep. Dead was a thing I still could not imagine
her being. They hadn’t let me see her in the coffin. I was too lit-
tle. Sometimes I tried to imagine it, but the scene always looked
like it did on TV, an alive person trying not to breathe.

The message on the stone seemed phony. Even though we
talked about God, we never went to church, and nobody could
be sure my mother was resting with God.

I felt it should say, “Bad Car Wreck, Bad Drunk Driver.”

“Okay,” 1 said to the stone, “here I am on my sixteenth
birthday and Dad won’t buy me a car because you died in one,
so I'm doing this unpredictable thing that I know is bad but I
have to do it and you'll just have to understand.”

I heard the edge in my voice and for the first time I realized I
might be mad at her, too, for dying, for not leaving better
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instructions, for not telling my father how to raise me. I was
sure she’d planned on being around. But she wasn’t. And no
one had told him how to be a mother.

“If you are where they say you are, and if you have any magi-
cal powers there, could you please help change his mind? Dad,
that is. About the car. It would mean a lot to me.”

There was no answer.

[ glanced up and looked around, and I didn’t see anything
but a boy about my age sitting nearby, under a tree, drawing in a
sketchbook. Our eyes connected and he smiled and I wanted to
smile back. His hair was long and too much in his eyes, and it
had been years since rocking the army jacket was in style. I
thought about saying something. Our looks converged and our
expressions stalled and I wanted to walk right up to him. I
wanted to say, “Hey, you skip school? I skip school, too.”

But he dismissed me and looked back down at his drawing.
He could tell T didn’t skip school. I wasn’t really a bad girl.

I turned back to the stone.

“Thanks for the bracelet, Mom. I have to tell you, it’s kind of
ugmo. But I'll wear it because it’s yours. I miss you.”

“Are we done here?”

This was Jen’s voice from a distance. She was pointing at her
watch.

I walked to meet her, glancing just once to see what the boy
was doing. He was drawing.

“Yelling in a graveyard,” I said to Jen. “Now, that’s classy.”

She said, “Dude, enough with the dead people. Let’s hit
the waves.”
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04.

She parked the truck in an open parking lot near the beach. She
had extra gear, including an extra board and a wet suit, which
she taught me how to put on. It was like climbing back into the
womb, but as soon as I had it on, I felt official, as if I would au-
tomatically know how to surf.

She put her hand up like a shield against the sun and
watched the waves.

“It’s closing out fast, but the wave itself is slow. You can
learn on this.”

She jumped on her board and started paddling into the
waves. I climbed on mine and it squeaked and squirreled under
my body. It was all I could do to stay on top, and every time I
paddled, a wave would come and push me off. The board
would shoot out and I would go chasing it like a dog after a gi-
ant Frisbee. This went on for a while and I could hear Jen laugh-
ing beyond the break.

“Lizard,” she called out, “just arch up and the wave will go
under you.”

So I tried it and she was right. The board lifted right up like a
little boat and the white water sprayed my face, but I stayed on.
A few more of those and I was right next to Jen, where the water
was calm, right before the waves re-formed. We had a minute to
rest and she spoke quickly.

She said, “You'll hear the wave before you feel it. Look back
to make sure it’s a good size. Then paddle as hard as you can.
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As soon as you get a ride, arch up, then stand up, and let the
wave do the rest. Watch first.”

[ let the next wave wash over me but she caught it, and I
watched as she jumped up and rode it like a magic carpet all the
way to the shore. It looked easy and natural, but when I tried to
imitate her I found myself barely able to stand. When I did, the
nose of the board went down and then I was in the spin cycle
and [ had sand in my mouth. I came up spitting and Jen was
paddling by me and she just said, “Stand farther back on the
board.”

We spent most of the day like that, her sailing in like a pro
and me blowing the move in some humorous or painful way.
Once I rode in to the shore on my knees. That gave me an idea
of how great it was going to be when I finally made it. But on
the next two tries I missed the waves altogether and I was start-
ing to get exhausted.

Jen paddled up next to me and straddled her board. T was
taking a breather. I was cold and I was starting to feel guilty and
the surfer’s high had not hit me yet.

“You're just scared, Lizard,” she told me.

“Oh, is that all it is?”

“Yeah, the ocean freaks people out. It’s too real.”

“It’s also loud and mean.”

“It’s none of those things. It’s just in charge. Soon as you re-
alize that, you’ll be fine.”

“Great,” I said. “Yet another way to feel powerless.”

“Why did you want to learn this? Was it really to piss your
dad off?”

“I don’t know. I think I wanted something that could be
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mine. That didn’t have to do with my mother or him or school
or the future. Just a moment in time when I get it, you know?”

“You'll get it. It’s called the click. One minute, it all just
makes sense.”

“T'wish I could find the click in life.”

“You, me, and everybody. Come on, last set. Just let go and
ride.”

The last wave lifted me up and 1 felt empowered and 1
scrambled to my feet. For a few seconds I was walking on water.
[ stood tall and saw the shore rushing toward me and felt the
rest of the ocean fading behind me, and I was completely sus-
pended in time and space. It didn’t last long. I fell off into the
restless water and it churned me around. When I came up spit-
ting, Jen was grinning at me.

“That’s how it’s done,” she said.

She drove me home and we were both quiet from exhaus-
tion. I was feeling mildly euphoric. I had surfed. I was going to
surf. I was a surfer. And I wasn'’t feeling stupid at all. I still had
room to think about things. I could see my new life, my own
special persona unfolding across the horizon like the ocean itself.

It wasn’t until we pulled up in my driveway and I saw my
dad’s car that reality showed up like an obnoxious guest.

“What’s he going to do?” she asked.

“I don’t know. He can’t kill me. Anyway, it was worth it.”

She smiled and gave me some kind of surfing hand gesture
that I didn’t attempt to return. I didn’t need to fake it anymore.

I turned and the bubble of euphoria burst.

My father’s face was at the door and the birds were digging
into my wrist.
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.5.

He was still in his work clothes and his arms were crossed. He
hadn’t even touched his glass of Scotch. He was too busy star-
ing. His ears were red.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” he asked.

“That’s not a real question.”

His ears went redder. “Oh, you want a statement? You're
grounded until college.”

“You knew I was upset.”

“So that’s an appropriate response to being disappointed in
your birthday present?”

“It’s not just a present. It’s a milestone and I missed it. I had
to do something for the occasion.”

“Yes, I don’t think you’re going to forget this occasion. Ms.
Gardner called. You got two demerits. Another one and you’re
suspended.”

“I won't get another one. I'm the good kid. I never get in
trouble. Remember?”

He stared at me and his breathing started to slow. He took a
sip of Scotch. My hair was dripping on the rug. I sucked the salt
water out of the ends.

“What did you do? Go swimming?”

“Surfing,” I said.

“Surfing.”

“Yes, and I got up, which is rare your first time, and I think I
might actually be good at it.”

“Surfing. By yourself.”
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“With a friend.”

“With a friend and the undertow and the riptides and the
sharks.”

“Dad, seriously. Life isn’t safe. You can’t lock me up.”

“I'm not saying that.”

“But it’s why you didn’t get me a car.”

He took another sip of Scotch. “Is that what you think?”

“Well, isn’t it?”

“No, in fact, itisn’t.”

“Then tell me what it’s about.”

“I'm not sure you're ready.”

“I'm two years from being an adult. Don’t you have a
clue? Dad, 1 love you, but a charm bracelet with birds on it?
Really.”

He said, “You just don’t know what that bracelet means.”

“Then why don’t you tell me?”

“It’s important,” he said.

“So tell me.”

Another hit of Scotch and the glass was empty.

“You want to know? Even if it changes your whole per-
spective?”

“Yes.”

He stared at me for a long time. Then he turned and climbed
the stairs and went into his room. I heard him moving around
the room for a while and then he came back, carrying a manu-
script box. He dropped it on the table and gestured for me to sit
down. I did.

He leaned over the box and touched its corners. He stared at
it for a long time and when he spoke his voice was softer.

“Lynnie, your childhood is so much different from mine.”
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“I know.”

“No, you really don’t.”

It was true. I had never asked. I knew they were both from
the South. I knew they had met in high school and then again
in Los Angeles. I knew I had never seen any of my relatives.
Whenever [ asked why, they were vague. There had been a mis-
understanding. Hard feelings. Grudges. 1 assumed everyone
had disapproved of the marriage and that was where I left it. You
don’t miss relatives if you've never had them. It’s like missing a
place you’ve never visited.

I knew there would come a time when I was curious about
my ancestors, but this wasn’t it.

“You have a great life, whether you know it or not. Even with
losing your mother. You have me, you have friends, you have in-
terests, you have school, and most of all, you have a future.
You're going to college. You'll pursue your dreams. Nothing is
going to hinder that if I can help it.”

I opened my mouth to respond but he raised a finger.

“I know you think that’s true of everyone, but it isn’t. Some-
times people are born into problems they didn’t create. Bigger
problems than not having a car.”

“Dad, I got an A in Global Studies.”

He shook his head. “This is different.”

He stared at the box for a moment, as if it contained gold or
dynamite, and then he pushed it toward me.

“Your mother and I discussed this moment. We decided it
was for when you were mature enough. Or for when you started
to lose perspective. I think both of those things are happen-
ing now.”
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I took the box and lifted it. It was heavy. Nothing moved in-
side. It didn’t make a noise.

“Open it,” he said.

[ lifted the top.

Inside I saw a bulging manila envelope. It was taped shut
and nothing was written on it.

“Something you wrote?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, not me.”

I opened the envelope and took out the manuscript. It was
typewritten and neatly stacked, though the edges were frayed
and yellow.

It was at least a hundred pages, bound by brass brads.

[ glanced at the first page. It said: “September 25, 1975.”

“My birthday,” I pointed out.

“A coincidence,” he said, “if you believe in that kind of thing.”

Dear Noah,

Please allow me to introduce myself. I'm a girl of
wealth and taste.

I ripped that off from a song. Ten points if you know

which one.

“That’s the Rolling Stones,” T said. “‘Sympathy for the
Devil.””
He nodded.

I saw you for the first time today when Ms. McKeever

introduced you in English class. My name is Catherine

Pittman. Call me Cat because everyone does.
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I looked at him.

“That’s Mom.”

“Yes.”

“But who’s Noah?”

“He’s the guy who built the ark.”

“No, Dad, really.”

“Just read it.”

“Does Noah realize you have this letter?”

“He knows.”

I looked back down at it. I had that creepy feeling you get
when looking at old photographs or relics someone dug up
in Egypt. All that time had passed but once it had been a shiny
new idea.

[ felt nervous. I felt the way I had, earlier with Jen, when I
missed a good wave and I was alone in the water and the other
waves were going to tumble down on top of me. Here was the
voice of my mother, the same age as I was now, sitting in my lap,
waiting to tell me something.

“This is too much. I can’t read it in one night.”

“Just get started.”

My father kissed me on top of my head.

“Is this a punishment?” I asked him.

“No, Lynnie. This is your gift.” Then he left me alone with it.

.6.

I took the manuscript up to my room. I put it on one side of the
bed and tried to ignore it. I went online and got my homework
assignments. Then I put on my iPod and started to get to work.
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But the manuscript just sat there beside me, quiet and demand-
ing, like a cat, angling for my attention.

I turned off my iPod and pushed my books to the floor and
picked it up.

“Okay, here goes. Happy birthday to me.”

I began to read my mother’s voice.

It’s 1975 and there’s an oil shortage and a recession
and everyone is really bored with it. Music is pretty good—
at least we have the Stones and the Who and Bruce Spring-
steen and Eric Clapton and there’s always Motown. I
wonder if you like any of this stuff or if you’re some kind
of Yes or Jethro Tull freak. We’d talk about all that if we
ever got to meet, but I don’t think we will.

There are rumors about why your family has moved
here. Your father’s CIA or FBI and is only pretending to
be a dentist because that’s his cover. I mean, if you're a
dentist and you could live anywhere, wouldn’t you want
to live somewhere decent? Union Grade, Virginia, is as
far as you can get from anything decent. There are less
than two thousand people here and way less than half
of them are our age and way less than half of those are
interesting.

I know the real reason you’re here. That’s why I'm
writing to you.

I know the real reason because I'm a little bit psychic.
Don’t laugh. Since I was little, I could hear people’s
thoughts and feel their feelings. It’s not some strange cos-
mic gift. It’s just that in my family, I've had to learn how

to read and interpret things other than words and smiles.
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There is so much going on beneath the surface. I'm what
you’d call vigilant.

The more acceptable reason is that I know how to lis-
ten to gossip. I hear all the weird stuff and I reject it. I
hear the real reason and it just hits home—I know it’s
true.

Your mother grew up here and she came back to settle
some unfinished business. That’s what people are saying
and they’re right. What you’ll be surprised to learn is that
I'm part of that unfinished business.

I can’t go into that right now. First, some history.
Mine.

I’'m the youngest of three kids. My brother’s a Metho-
dist minister in North Carolina. He’s married, no kids.
My sister is a freshman at William and Mary, majoring in
theater. My mother’s a housewife. My father runs the car-
pet factory here in Union Grade. It’s the main industry
aside from the tire plant and the building supply. He
doesn’t own it—it’s a big corporate monolith based in Ten-
nessee. But he’s the manager and that makes him the big
man in town. He employs a lot of people, parents of a lot
of kids who go to school with us. He’s also on the town
council and in the Lions Club, and is a deacon in the
Methodist church, which we attend regularly.

Are you still awake? Keep going.

The reason I'm writing to you is that I have something
to confess.

That’s why it’s important that we don’t get to know

each other. As soon as you read this letter it’s going to
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change your life. It’s going to change mine. It’s way far
better if we are strangers when it happens.

What I want to tell you is that I'm a criminal.

No, it’s not shoplifting or speeding or taking drugs
or buying and selling tests or bootleg records. It’s a lot
more serious. They send you to prison until you’re old or
dead.

You're the first person I've ever told and probably the
last, unless I decide to go ahead and tell the police and do
my time. I'm still thinking of running away. I don’t know
how it’s going to work. I don’t know what’s going to hap-
pen to me if I go through with this. But I have a pretty
good idea of what will happen if I don’t.

[ put the manuscript in the box, the top on the box, and the
box under my bed. I walked down the hall to my father’s bed-
room and didn’t even knock. He was sitting in his chair next to
the fireplace and had just opened one of his precious books
about the Civil War or the trade union movement. He didn’t
even look up at me.

[ said, “Let me get this straight. This is a letter from my
mother to some boy named Noah, when she was sixteen,
wherein she confesses to said strange boy named after the guy
in the ark that she’s a criminal?”

My father looked to the ceiling. “I think she was fifteen.”

“Hilarious. You see my sides splitting.”

“Just keep reading, Lynne. Rome wasn’t built in a day.”

“It’s going to take me a hundred typewritten pages to figure

out how my mother became a criminal? You're not just going to
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explain it to me? You don’t think it’s worth getting right to the
point?”

“There’s no way to do that,” he said. “If I thought . . . If she
thought . . . there were another way, she’d have chosen it.”

[ waited but he just stared at me.

“Congratulations,” I said. “I've forgotten about the car.”
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SIXTEEN
and a Day

.l.

I didn’t read any more that night. I had a history test the next
day and since I had spent most of the first part of the year ob-
sessing about Ms. Kintner’s wardrobe (she dressed like Heidi
some days, a gypsy or a Portuguese widow on others, and I liked
to take bets), I was naturally worried about how I was going to
do. Technically T was already grounded until college, even
though I was pretty sure my father was using hyperbole to prove
a point. Still, I didn’t want to throw bad grades into the mix. I
studied as much as possible but it wasn’t easy, not with the let-
ter sitting under my bed like a bomb.

I didn’t sleep much. I tossed and turned and dreamed of
waves one minute and guns the next. I saw my mother robbing
a bank. I saw myself walking on water. I saw the car that I didn’t
get going over the side of a cliff with me in it. Then my mother.
Then Ms. Kintner. It was an exhausting night and I was relieved
when it ended.

My father and I didn’t talk about it on the way to school. All

he said was “You aren’t going to do anything crazy today, are you?”
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“If I do, I'll call you.”

“Lynnie.”

“Don’t worry.”

But I knew he would.

Everyone was talking about me ditching school. At lunch,
younger classmen were pointing and whispering. That’s what it
was like at Hillsboro. Being a little bad made you a celebrity.
Anything more got you kicked out.

“You are so my hero,” Talia said.

“Don’t be ridiculous, she could end up in public school,”
Zoe said.

“Her father would never let that happen.”

“He went to public school,” I said.

“Yeah, but he won’t even let you drive a car.”

“What did he do to you?” Zoe asked.

“He gave me a letter,” I said.

“Oh, that’s the worst. Like you want to hear them going on
about right and wrong and what happened in their day. I have
to go to computer lab.”

“Me too,” Talia said, and they hurried off, still munching on
their veggie wraps.

I watched them go and felt like my whole place in the world
was leaking away.

I pictured my mother sitting in a cafeteria in a bad public
school in the South, writing in her notebook. I wondered if
Noah had been near her, if she could see him across the room, if
he was cute, if he knew who she was. I wondered about her
crime, how soon I would know and if it would change me. Or
my feelings for her.

[ saw Jen sitting alone in her usual spot. She had her eyes
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fixed on a surfing magazine while she ate a slice of pizza, folded
in half the way a New Yorker does it.

[ kicked the grass in front of her to get her attention. She just
looked at my shoes and recognized them.

“Hey, Lizard. You did good yesterday. But I can’t skip any
more for a while. I nearly got caught.”

“I did get caught.”

“You'll get better at it.”

[ sat on the ground and said, “Guess what I got for my
birthday?”

“I think we went over this. A bracelet. No car. You need to
move on.”

“Something else. A letter from my mother.”

“From your dead mother?”

“She wrote it when she was fifteen.”

“To you?”

“Jen, a little circulation in the brain, if it’s not too much
trouble.”

“You're telling the story,” she said. “I can’t help that it’s all
screwed up.”

“She wrote it to somebody else when she was about
my age.”

“Who?”

‘A guy named Noah.”

“Is it a love letter?”

“No, it’sa . .. confession.”

“What'd she do?”

“I haven’t gotten to that part.”

“It’s probably boring. Our parents thought they did all this
rad shit but it was totally lame. Marijuana. Oooh. I'm scared.”
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“You don’t do drugs.”

“Don’t need to. I surf. That's my point. Smoking a joint
makes you lose your ambition, my father says. I'm like, okay,
the wrong break at the wrong time, you’re toast.”

“Don’t scare me. I'm just getting started.”

“I'm just saying.”

“Can I really read this letter? I mean, do I want to know what
she’s going to confess?”

Jen pointed to a page in the magazine and said, “Look at
that red and yellow Hobie. Sweet.”

“Well, thanks for listening.”

“Everybody’s got a past. You're just trying to keep your mom
perfect,” she said. “You have that option because she’s dead.”

This was hands down the smartest thing I'd ever heard
her say.

“So you think I should read it.”

“Look at it this way, Lizard. Moms are supposed to drive you
crazy around this age. Why should yours be different?”

[ didn’t have an answer.

“Wanna hit Sunset around four o’clock?” she asked. “It
should glass out around then, this time of year.”

“No, not today.”

[ wanted to go home and read.

.2.

I caught the early bus after school. My dad was at work. The
house was still and quiet. I stood at the window and looked at
the ocean and thought about Jen being out there and about my
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future in surfing and how I wished I were just a girl whose
biggest problem was that she didn’t get a car. But the box was
waiting under my bed.

I looked at a picture of my mother that I kept on my desk.
She was frozen in that smile I remembered so well, the face that
was full of fun ideas and soothing words and whatever I needed
in the moment. Until it wasn’t there anymore.

But at least it had been frozen in perfection. How could I be-
gin to change that? Why would my father ask me to?

I pulled down the shades and put on my iPod and then I
picked up the manuscript.

To look at me, as you almost never do, you would say
that I'm a reasonably, even boringly normal person. Long
brown hair, parted down the middle, just like all the girls
in Seventeen magazine. Levi’s and T-shirts or sweatshirts
identifying some band or food product, a nice sweater on a
dress-up day, a skirt when all the girls get together and
plan it (we never dress up unless we all agree on it—just
like we never go to the bathroom alone). Lip gloss, ear-
rings, knit hats or turquoise belts when I'm feeling fancy.
I don’t drink or smoke. I get good grades and I belong to
the Beta Club and the Future Teachers of America (girls
do that—no one really wants to be a teacher), and I listen
to all kinds of music and I even play the piano a little and
I’'m on the tennis team. (That’s a lot less exciting than it
sounds. We only got the team last year and anyone who
could identify a racket could be on it.) I don’t have a
boyfriend but I've been on plenty of dates. My best friends
are Mary Gail Crider and Sunny (real name Sunshine,
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hippie parents) Hughes. Mary Gail is the skinny, bubbly
one, always laughing, big teeth, potential valedictorian.
Sunny is the long blond curls, vacant smile, violet eyes,
future artist of some kind. I'm the one in the middle. The
sturdy girl. The one who’s going to do something really
smart and practical like open a business, even though I
secretly dream of being in a rock band or being a poet in
San Francisco. I don’t know why I think of California
all the time. It just seems like a place I could live. I
don’t know why I've never been comfortable here in the
South, even though I've never known anything else. It
just seems like some place has to be better. Maybe that’s
just my circumstances. I'd like to get your impression, but
that is not going to happen. We aren’t going to meet and
chat like normal people. I'm never going to do anything
like a normal person except impersonate one for g little
bit longer.

Back to the criminal thing, I'll bet you're saying. That
is if you’re still reading, if you haven’t decided it’s all a big
tasteless joke and thrown the whole mess into the fire.

I'd like to say it all started last summer or the summer
before or anything neat and tidy like that, a perfect date I
could mark off on my calendar every year, like an an-
niversary. It’s nothing like that. It all started a long time
before me. That’s what I realize now. All criminals are a
long time in the making. They don’t just spring up. They
gestate like babies. No, more complicated and more delib-
erate. They are carved out of history, like a custom-made
table out of a big piece of oak. Care and precision. The
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right place at the right time, and everything working in its
favor, like the elements of a storm coming together.

It didn’t start with me and it didn’t even start with my
parents. It might not even have started with my grand-
parents. That’s why I have to give you a short history of
Union Grade.

You could probably use that, since the rumor is you're
from up North. New York, some say. D.C. according to
others. I can’t tell from looking at you, though the long
hair and the cool hats and the ripped jeans and the
leather bracelets and the general aloof swagger make
me vote for New York. You’re really handsome but not
stuck-up, probably because, where you come from, a lot of
guys looked like you and it was no big deal. Down here
at Union Grade High, you are stirring things up if you
haven’t noticed. Which you don’t seem to. Girls bruise
each other’s ribs when you walk past, and you must no-
tice that sudden flurry of whispers that trail you like a
lapdog. You must but you don’t appear to. You just walk
along, looking for your class numbers and speaking when
spoken to. Jimmy English, who’s been my friend since the
sandbox, says he has phys ed with you and that you're the
only guy there who can do twenty pull-ups, and that you
ran the second-fastest mile, after Kirby Dwight, who’s a
track star. You wouldn’t know it to look at him, Jimmy
said, but the dude is fast. So you've already earned the re-
spect of your male peers, if you care to take advantage of
it. And the drop-dead-at-your-feet admiration of any girl
you want. Please don'’t get too aware of that.

Oh, what do I care? Do what you want. Just try to
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choose someone good. Like Mary Gail. She’s so nice if you
can get her to stop talking. Sunny’s a bit too artsy vague.
She’d drive you crazy.

And I, of course, am going to jail.

So back to the history of this place you’ve moved to.

As you can see, we're right on the North Carolina
line, but that doesn’t mean we're anything like the
Carolinians—far from it. We’re wickedly territorial on
both sides, deeply offended if we’re mistaken for the other.
It’s a history of grudges and resentment and one state
thinking it’s classier than the other. We’'re both hicks,
let’s face it, and even though I'm not given to taking sides,
you have to admit Virginia is the Home of the Presidents.
We have George Washington and Thomas Jefferson and
James Madison and all those people who started the
whole country, so I think we do win in the classier cate-
gory. Not that the founding fathers had anything to do
with Union Grade. They were in Williamsburg and north-
ern Virginia, mostly. Union Grade was not even a spot on
the map until well after the Revolution. It existed but it
was nothing more than a store and a church and a village.
It didn’t have a name. It finally got a charter in 1780 and
it was called Competition, because that’s what it hoped to
be—real competition for the next town over, a place called
Schoolfield, because it had a school and is now called
Danville, after the river it sits on, the Dan River.

Then came the Civil War. We lost. That’s all you need to
know about that.

Then came Reconstruction. Competition, like any

small Southern town, was at the complete mercy of the
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North. When the Union soldiers, the Reconstruction
workers, the “carpetbaggers,” as they were known around
here, came down to divide up the goods, they had a system
of grading what they found—everything from land to
horses to houses to women. Top-notch stuff was marked
“Union Grade.” There was so much good stuff in Competi-
tion that it basically became known as a Union Grade
town, and then, after the horrors of Reconstruction were
ended by President Rutherford B. Hayes, it started regain-
ing its independence but kept the name.

Hold on, freak, you're thinking. What’s a sophomore
doing with all that information? Listening in class? Not
likely. My teacher, Mr. Roberts, is so boring we can hardly
keep our eyes open, except to stare when he’s writing on
the board because he does have a nice butt. (He’s the foot-
ball coach. I won't continue with this train of thought.)
The thing is, my father is a history buff. He reads it all the
time. He retains it. Then he talks to me about it when I'm
helping him in the garden, or when he’s pointing out
birds to me, or when we’re playing golf. He has a lot of in-
terests and he shares them with me. That’s because I'm
his favorite. “My idea,” he tells me. Which means my
mother didn’t want to have me. He doesn’t get why that
might be a sensitive subject to me. I've never let on that
it’s painful.

My father shares all these things with me because I
was supposed to be a boy. The fact that I wasn’t didn’t
stop him from raising me as one. Sometimes it’s confus-
ing, even hurtful, but I'm grateful for the stuff I've
learned. I can identify just about any variety of plant, I
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can build a birdhouse, I can drive the green with a four
iron on a three par with a good tailwind. I can tell you
about different kinds of wood or how to start a fire or how
to stop one or how a printing press works or how to get
paint off the floor. I can name a lot of presidents and I
know what the Marshall Plan was. It goes on and on like
this. I usually keep it to myself. You’'re the unwilling re-
cipient of everything I've learned from him.

What’s funny (funny strange, not funny haha) is that
by casually telling me about history—of this place, of the
country, of our family—he was inadvertently responsible
for helping me understand what I needed to know to put
the whole puzzle together. Even though he never dreamed
I'd put it together.

He still doesn’t know.

I realize I'm not going to finish this in one sitting. I
have created this space behind a board in my closet for
when I have to put it aside. I know I am going to worry
about it whenever I am away. But there’s no other choice.
That’s the thing about a dead end. When you get to it you
can only look two ways—back where you've come from, or
up. Up is the sky, the only way to go, but you can'’t en-
tirely see how to get there. Then you find the ladder.

I have to stop now. My mother is calling me to dinner.

I put the letter aside and leaned back on my bed and felt ex-
hausted. U2 was singing about something to do with God and I
took the iPod off because I couldn’t stand it, couldn’t absorb
anything else smart or sensitive.

I took deep breaths into my stomach the way the yoga
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teacher at school told us to do. We all made fun of her, but I had
to admit, it made my heart stop racing and I felt these weird
chemicals going off in my brain. I needed to calm down and put
things in perspective. I had to keep telling myself that this was
my mother talking. It didn’t sound like her. But she sounded
like someone I would have wanted to hang out with. She was
smarter than me. She knew things about history and she could
put them in order and relate them to herself. When I was taught
California history in the fifth grade, the only thing that seemed
to affect my life was the founding of In-N-Out Burger. I couldn’t
draw a line from the Spanish missions or Lewis and Clark or
Woody Guthrie to my existence in the Pacific Palisades.

But my mother had an understanding of how the Civil War
affected her. She was on the wrong side of it, obviously. And in
American History, we didn’t waste much time on the losers. No
one cared what happened to the people who fought and died to
protect slavery. So I had never really learned much about Recon-
struction in the South. I tried to imagine her ancestors having
their homes and families raided by opportunists from the
North, being marked up and graded and divided. Regardless of
their political positions, these were actual people, families with
children, and whether I liked it or not, these were my relatives. I
shared their DNA.

[ liked this girl (my own mother, actually) who knew and
cared about her history. It made me want to know and care
about mine. But I was afraid to look.

[ was hoping when 1 finally got to the point, her crime would
be something really slight, not horrible at all, something that
had just grown horrible in her imagination, like the time I was
in second grade and was convinced I was going to jail for losing
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a library book. It took me ages to confess it. My mother found
me sobbing in my room one moring and finally coaxed the
transgression out of me, and when I blurted it out she started
laughing. T remember her hugging me and all that guilt and
weight just melted and I felt she had magical powers.

That person could not have done anything really bad.

I thought for a moment about skipping ahead, but I knew I
couldn’t. I had to read it exactly the way this Noah guy had read
it. He probably didn’t have to put it down periodically, because
it wasn’t his mother—just some stranger to him.

I put the letter back under the bed and went for my cell
phone to call Jen. Then I looked outside and saw that it had got-
ten gray and windy. The surf was too big and I didn’t actually
want to hurt myself.

Another activity came to mind. There was only one place
that could make me feel as calm and as connected and as
churned up and alive as the ocean.

.3.

I never told anyone how much I enjoyed the cemetery. No one
even knew [ went there. Except Jen, and [ let her believe it was a
rare event. But it was a routine.

[ would take the bus into Westwood at least once a week. I
would stop and get flowers and a Snapple and some Twizzlers.
(My mom loved Twizzlers.) Then I would walk to the cemetery
and sit near her grave and start talking to her as if she were actu-
ally present. Nobody paid attention. No one was around in the
middle of the day. And I felt everything inside of me calming

38



down. She was very real for me there. I was convinced she could
hear me.

[ knew it didn’t make any sense. If she was in heaven, if such
a place existed, then she could hear me wherever I was. The
ground and the grave and the ornate marker didn’t make her
more available. But it worked for me. I let myself be irrational
about it.

My father would bring me here on the anniversary of her
death, but we didn’t talk to her. We just stood and stared at the
ground and at the flowers and the sky. Then we left. I wondered
if he made his own secret visits. But I didn’t ask him. I was too
busy trying to take care of his emotions. I was afraid to see
him cry.

Enough time had passed now that I felt really young when
my mother died. For years it seemed like yesterday, then last
week, then last month. Now it felt like a different time. When I
was little. I didn’t feel little anymore.

In the early days, I'd pray for her to come back, and that was
painful. Because I was just old enough to know she couldn’t,
but young enough to believe in all kinds of magic, like Santa
Claus and God.

Then I dropped Santa Claus and got mad at God.

Then I stopped believing in God.

Then I got mad at my father.

Then the guy who hit my mother, the bad drunk driver who
was in jail.

Then I stopped being mad at everybody and felt very sorry
for myself.

Then I dropped all that and just had a quiet sadness deep
down, like the one I remembered my mother having.
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Now I could stand there at her grave and not blame any-
body. I could just know that life happened that way and some
people got unlucky and I was one of them. And she was one
of them.

[ said to the grave, “Hey, Mom, thanks for the letter. It’s
really tripping me out.”

[ pictured her smiling.

I wondered what she would look like if she had lived this
long. I remembered her with perfect skin, flipped-under brown
hair and laughing green eyes, freckles on her nose, hands on her
hips. She never wore sweats, like the other mothers. She always
put on real clothes, even if they were jeans. She used to say,
“Lynnie, the end of civilization is when people stop wearing
clothes with buttons and zippers.” Then she’d laugh. She
understood what that meant. I was just embarrassed because
the other mothers wore workout clothes everywhere.

Now I realized she had been trying harder. If she had lived,
she would have been one of those cool Hillsboro mothers who
dressed well and did just enough work around the school but
didn’t wear out her welcome or become a nuisance.

“You're just trying to keep your mother perfect,” Jen had
said to me. She said it as if it were a character flaw, and maybe
it was.

“So look,” T said, “I'm reading it because Daddy said I
should and I trust him. I feel like I'm eavesdropping, since I
don’t know this guy Noah, and I haven’t gotten to the part
where you explain . . .” I paused and lowered my voice to a
whisper, “why you're a criminal. I guess I'm hoping that part is
not really true. And I'm here to tell you that whatever you
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say, I'm not going to change my mind about you. Okay, maybe
I'll change my mind, but I'm not going to stop, you know, lov-
ing you.”

[ paused and wondered if that were true. I had never
stopped loving anyone. I wasn't sure it was possible. 1 had
stopped having crushes on people before, but that was differ-
ent. Love felt like a thing you couldn’t change.

“It’s already weird,” I said, “reading your thoughts when
you were my age. Well, just a little bit younger. You weren’t old
enough to drive a car yet. I am old enough but as it turns out, I
don’t have one. I'm sure you’d disagree with Dad on this point.
You guys would have one of your whispery fights that you al-
ways tried to hide from me. I didn’t mind them. I could tell they
weren’t very serious.”

[ took a breath and glanced up at the trees, which were bow-
ing and dancing under the low gray skies, so untypical of L.A.
this time of year. But it always felt more fitting to be in the grave-
yard when the weather was gloomy. I was about to start my next
speech when [ noticed someone nearby, staring at me. At first
glance he seemed like a nerdy tourist. He was sitting next to a
tombstone with a sketchbook in his lap. He had boxes of char-
coal pencils surrounding him, but he wasn’t drawing. He was
just staring at me. [ stared back at him.

He lifted a hand to me in a casual wave, and I remembered
him from yesterday. He was sitting in that exact spot, doing that
exact thing when Jen and I came by.

[ stared at him unapologetically, trying to decide if he was a
graveyard freak, a stalker, or just someone with a dead relative,
like me.
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He was about my age, though it was hard to tell by the way
he was dressed. He wore jeans and the same fatigue jacket
(thrift shop, it seemed to me, instead of Abercrombie, inten-
tionally distressed) and some ratty denim shirt and Converse
sneakers beaten up and written on. His hair was dark blond,
somewhere between too long and not long enough, and from
this distance it looked as if he actually had a reason to shave.
His eyes were a scary, unfinished blue and they were staring
right at me.

I walked toward him, close enough to be heard.

“Am 1 bothering you?” I asked.

“Not yet,” he said.

“When will you know?”

He shrugged. “When you bother me.”

[ turned away from him, as if I thought I could ignore him.
But when I tried to talk to my mother again, I realized that all I
could see was his face. I turned back around and he was draw-
ing in the sketchbook.

“I saw you yesterday,” I said.

“Yeah. I saw you, too. And the surfer chick.”

“How’d you know she was a surfer chick?”

“You always know with them.”

“I happen to surf, too,” I said. One day and one good ride
counted.

“Whatever clangs your bell,” he said, and smiled. I had to
admit, it was an amazing smile.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Drawing,” he said.

“In a place like this?”

He shrugged again. “Sure.”
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“Doesn’t it occur to you that people come here to talk to
their dead relatives?”

“That’s okay with me.”

“Why do you like to draw here?”

“It’s usually quiet. I like quiet.”

“Have you been listening to me?”

“Not really.”

“I suppose you think it’s weird, somebody talking to a
grave.”

“Not really. It happens a lot.”

He put his sketchbook aside and looked up at me. He had
kind of an angelic face and I wondered for a brief, insane mo-
ment if he might actually be an angel. Such strange ideas oc-
curred to me when I was in the graveyard. But I figured angels
didn’t need to shave.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Mick.”

“Oh,” I'said. “As in Jagger.”

“Yeah, I was named after him.”

My eyebrows went up. “Your parents knew him or some-
thing?”

He laughed. “My father probably thought he did when he
was high. My old man died of an overdose when I was too little
to know him. I live with my mom. She doesn’t talk about
him much.”

[ didn’t say anything. He got to his feet and walked in my di-
rection. He was taller than me.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Lynne. Where do you go to school?”

“Uni High,” he said, nodding roughly in the direction of the
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high school a few streets away. A public high school. There were
rumors about it. All the kids were wild. But that was the rumor
about all the kids who didn’t go to private school.

“How about you?” he asked.

“Hillsboro.”

“Oh, okay,” he said, passing judgment.

[ wanted to tell him I was a scholarship kid, just to ease the
tension. But it didn’t seem right to lie, standing on my mother’s
grave.

He said, “So your parents are what, rich showbiz types?”

“My father’s a lawyer. My mother’s right here,” I said, point-
ing to the ground.

“I see. That’s who you're talking to.”

“Yeah.”

He was close to me now. We stared at each other. A weird
kind of calm came over me as I looked at his face.

“What do you have against Hillsboro girls?” I asked.

“It’s what they have against me,” he said. “Not the other
way around.”

“What were you drawing?” I asked, not knowing what else
to do.

“T'll show you if you want to see.”

I followed him to where he had been sitting. He picked up
the sketchbook, flipped through a few pages, and showed it to
me. It was a pretty good abstract drawing of a graveyard. The
tombstones looked like teeth, all crooked and carnivorous. The
limbs of the trees reached down like magical wires.

“I like to look at death,” he said, “and take all the mystery
out of it. My goal is to make a drawing of a graveyard and it
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doesn’t look any more interesting than, I don’t know, man-
nequins in a store.”

“You're not there yet,” I said.

He turned the sketchbook toward himself and laughed.

“No, I guess not.”

[ laughed, too. It was the first time I could remember actu-
ally laughing, standing so close to my mother.

I looked at my watch.

“I have to go,” I said. “I have to catch the bus. I don’t have
acar”

He smiled. “That’s unusual for a Hillsboro girl.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Okay,” he said. “Maybe I'll see you here again.”

“Unlikely,” I said.

He shrugged. “Meeting you was unlikely. I figure we’re past
the hurdle.”

.4.

By the time I got home my dinner was cold and my father was
glaring.

“I was about to call the police,” he said.

“No, you weren’t.”

“Yes, Lynnie, I was. I called Jen’s parents and they said she
wasn’t surfing. So I knew you weren’t either. Because surely you
wouldn’t do anything that stupid.”

‘Am 1 branded as a troubled kid now? I skipped one day
of school.”

45



“It worries me to see you acting this way.”

“Hey, the big letter was your idea.”

He stood very still and said, “This is about the letter?”

“Maybe.”

“How much have you read?”

“Not much.”

He shook his head and said, “Maybe it was a mistake.”

“Too late now.”

“Lynnie, I only have my own judgment. I don’t have a part-
ner to run it by.”

“I went to see Mom. In the cemetery.”

This gave him the slightest pause. He knew he couldn’t
argue, but he had to say something.

“You should have left a note.”

“I'was in a hurry.”

“Hurry? What hurry?”

“I'had to catch the bus. As in I don’t have a car. Remember?”

“My God, is this about the car?”

“No, actually, it’s about the letter. Did you think it was going
to be easy for me?”

“No,” he said.

A minute passed of us staring at each other. He ran his fin-
gers through his hair and sighed. “Maybe it’s for when you're
older. I should take it back.”

“You can’t.”

“You're right,” he said. “It’s done.”

“I'm going to bed,” I told him.

“You have to eat.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Let’s not throw anorexia into the mix, all right?”
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“Stop reading magazines. You can lose your appetite without
having an eating disorder.”

“Lynnie . . .”

“Dad. Stop. It’s okay.”

He looked at me and I smiled at him and I saw his shoulders
relax. I felt for him. I wouldn’t want to be raising me alone.

I got ready for bed and got the letter out again.

Before I started reading I paused to think of Mick standing in
the graveyard, smiling at me. I wondered if he was really cute or
I was just desperate. We weren't around boys much at Hills-
boro. Sometimes they threw us together with the Loyola boys at
a lame dance, where we all stood on opposite sides of the room.
Two or three couples would venture to dance right before it was
all over. The more sophisticated girls would actually get phone
numbers or e-mails. The rest of us sat near the refreshments and
gossiped or mocked.

The point is, I was boy-experience impaired. And I might
have been giving Mick some qualities he didn’t possess. But
then I remembered his smile and I knew [ wasn’t entirely mak-
ing it up.

The memory of him made me feel strong. So I took a yoga
breath and read.

September 27
Dear Noah,

English class was boring today. We had a quiz and
spent the rest of the class reading silently. I admit that I
stole looks at you but you never noticed. It’s just as well.

Sometimes when I look at you, I imagine us getting ac-

quainted and even going on dates. I’'d love it, but it’s not
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going to happen. And that’s why I keep writing. My whole
life I've been watching the happy children, accepting that
I can’t be one of them.

And, then, knowing what I know about you.

So back to where I left off. Well, I left off in several
places. I left off at the history of me and my father, as well
as the history of Union Grade right after Reconstruction.
I suppose history of the place should come first.

Imagine the shape this town was in right after Recon-
struction. That brings us up to the late eighteen hun-
dreds. The South was defeated, in spirit and economy, but
Reconstruction was over and Union Grade was trying to
establish itself again. The industries were trying to find
foot, the slaves were freed and trying to figure out how to
live, the battle-worn families were trying to reclaim their
dignity, defeated and terrified and suddenly poor.

Now let’s travel a bit down the road to Hadley Creek,
an area that fared a bit better in Reconstruction. Some-
how, the farmers held on to their land—rumor had it
they made deals with the devil or worse, with the carpet-
baggers.

Let’s start with Mom’s side. The rich side.

The Brodies of Hadley Creek.

Meet my mother’s father, my maternal grandfather,
Grandpa Will Brodie, of remote Scottish descent. He was
born to a wealthy landowner, a gentleman farmer, John
Brodie. Will was the youngest of several sons and was im-
patient to have his portion of the land handed down. He
somehow earned the money and bought his share of the

farm as well as a brother’s share.
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This was a deal with the devil, by all accounts. The
money probably came from bootlegging, and he took ad-
vantage of his family’s debts during a period of drought.
So he got the money but was disowned by the family. All
shrouded in a mystery we don’t need to solve right now.
That brings us up to the turn of the century. Grandpa
Brodie was in possession of a small farm and was looking
to have his own family. He was inventive, wealthy, and a
bit of a rapscallion.

Now the rumors really run wild. Some say he married
a distant relative, the beautiful olive-skinned Nancy
Jukes, heir to a distant North Carolina fortune. Other sto-
ries say that he met Nancy in a bar in North Carolina,
where she was earning a living as a lounge singer. Nobody
really knows anything except that my grandmother,
Granny Nancy, was exotically lovely, darker than any self-
respecting white girl should be. A no-nonsense girl who
was happy to marry “up,” which is Southern for improv-
ing her circumstances. She took easily to being a wealthy
farmer’s wife.

They quickly had three children—my mother, Fern,
first. She was black-haired and black-eyed, gorgeous and
petulant and wild. My aunt Rose second—blond and fair-
skinned and fair-natured, no trouble at all. And then my
uncle Joseph, dark like my mother and nothing else to
recommend him except that he was a boy.

Grandpa Will didn’t care for the girls. He only wanted
a boy, and as soon as he got one he forgot all about the sis-
ters. Mama Nancy did her best with the wild girl and the
shy one, but as soon as they were free to marry she let
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them. Fern got married first, before she even left high
school, to the handsomest boy in town, named Gerard
Wiyatt.

Fern became my mother. So that’s what we’ll call her
from this point on.

Mama always said she married right away to get out of
her house. I don’t know what that means; I don’t ask her.
She was happy in her marriage at first. Gerard made a lot
of money as a tobacco salesman, and it wasn’t long before
they had a son, my much older brother, Gregory. Their
style of high living calmed right down after that. Whereas
they used to run around the Southeast, taking vacations
and going to parties, Mama was forced to stay at home
with Gregory. Her husband kept running around.

Not long after one of his “business” trips, Mama re-
ceived a pair of shoes in the mail. A note accompanying
the shoes said, “Mrs. Wyatt, you left these in the hotel
room during your last stay.”

“They weren’t even my size,” Mama told me when she
related the story. My sister and I used to laugh very hard
at the tale and Mama laughed too, just to keep us com-
pany. But I could see she didn’t find it funny.

Mama moved out of her married home and back in
with her parents. Only, they didn’t want her. My grand-
father had spent his whole life trying to get the girls out of
the house—damned if he was going to take the difficult
one back in. My grandmother always sided with him. She
said, “No way, Miss Sister, you made your bed, you’ve got
to lie in it.”
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It was 1952. Mama was all alone in the world with a
little boy, barely four years old. She didn’t know how to
cope. Grandma suggested that she move to Danville to find
a job. They would look after Gregory until she situated
herself. When she found herself a job and a husband, she
could have her son back. My mother agreed. There was
nothing else she could do.

“Looking back, I should have seen how it was going to
go,” Mama, used to say to me. “But I didn’t know what else
to do. I didn’t have anybody to teach me.”

She got all dreamy when she said things like that, as if
she had somehow missed her own life.

She doesn’t talk about it much anymore. This was
when I was little. These days she just sits and smokes and
drinks iced tea and writes letters to Sandra in college.
When she sees me it’s like she’s a little confused as to why
I’'m still around.

Don’t go feeling sorry for me—that’s not the point and
I’'ve done nothing to deserve it. I'm just telling you how it
is in my family.

When my mother went off to Danville to look for that
job, she was still young and beautiful and all full of hope.
She had made a mistake but she hadn’t ruined her life.
Ruining your life takes time and work and one wrong de-
cision after another. She hadn’t done it yet, but she was
on her way.

That’s where we leave our heroine, my mother, in a
boardinghouse in Danville, working as a receptionist at a
newspaper, and maybe for the first time in her life feeling
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strong, with a sense of purpose. But missing her son. Al-

ways missing him.

Now back to Union Grade. My father’s side.

The Pittmans of Union Grade.

My father’s family is from the town of Competition/
Union Grade as far back as anyone can remember. They
actually lived in town, which meant there weren’t any
wealthy landowners in sight. They were workers. They
worked for wages, the men and the women alike. When
there was no work, they were hungry. After the war, dur-
ing Reconstruction, their situation was “no better than
the Negroes,” my Grandma Lucille used to say. She was
my father’s mother, the crazy one. The genuinely crazy
one; we had to visit her in the psych ward when I was lit-
tle. A guy with keys would come to let us in. She would sit
in her room and wring her hands. But I'm getting ahead
of myself.

They were no better off than the freed slaves, these
workers, my father’s family, and that was a reality they
just couldn’t get their heads around. Before the war they
at least had someone to look down on. I'm telling you this
because that’s how it was explained to me, not because
any of it is justifiable. It’s just how my father was raised.
On the lowest rung of the social order. Maybe you've
heard of white trash as a joke, but back then it was a real
thing. On the social scale, they were below the freed
slaves. Which is why they were allowed to starve.

My grandfather, Russell Pittman, who was a decent,
nondrinking man, struggled to keep the family’s head
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above water. All his brothers were drunks. Some of them
had gone to jail. But he was going to keep his family re-
spectable if it killed him.

He worked in various handyman jobs and eventually
found his way to fairly steady work at a sawmill. His wife
helped out by sewing for people. When the children were
born, my father Clyde first, his sister Margaret second, my
grandfather said no to Grandma Lucille working any-
more. It was a pride issue, though they were nearly broke.
A decent man in those days did not let the mother of his
children work.

They got by. They were poor. The Depression came and
some days they didn’t eat. Neighbors helped them out. My
father’s memory of this time was so bleak he could hardly
talk about it. He would never let us put popcorn on the
Christmas tree because he said that was something born
out of the Depression and it made him too sad. For the
same reason we could never eat beans in my house—that
was all they had sometimes growing up. He had a list of
things like that. My mother was impatient about it. She
couldn’t understand the trauma of poverty because she
had never had to confront it. “My people always had
money,” she would whisper to me.

My father’s memory of his life growing up was spotty
and irregular. Sometimes he recalled pure happiness, sim-
ple things that made him giddy and sentimental. His par-
ents were loving and pure, easy to understand. Hard work
was rewarded and they all believed in God. He played
sports and looked out for his sister, and in the evenings
they sat around and told stories rather than watching
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television (which they didn’t have, obviously). Everything
was elemental and no one pondered his purpose on earth.
They just lived, from day to day, and it all worked. Some-
times he did recall and would remind me that it was noth-
ing more than their “good reputation” that kept them
from starving. His father taught him how to build things
and how to garden, while his mother taught his sister
Margaret how to cook and clean. They knew how to take
care of themselves and each other.

It was a nice, idealized vision, but it didn’t strike any-
one he told as particularly true. My father was too tense,
too worried, too tortured to have come from the family
that he described. And he knew, as we all did, that my
grandmother’s hold on sanity was not entirely secure. It
never had been. She had been in and out of reality for as
long as anyone could recall.

When my father was a mere eight years old, he had
been out in the yard playing baseball when he started to
get a little bit tired and achy. His mother called him in,
sent him to bed, and then called the doctor. The doctor
came (the only doctor in town who made house calls back
then) and examined him and decided that he had rheu-
matic fever, one of those strange diseases of the heart
common in those days. For an entire year after that, my
father stayed in bed. Not in his room, mind you, in bed.
An entire year. He read comic books and learned how to
draw, but he did not leave his bed. As a result, he missed a
lot of things, like learning how to swim or ride a bike.
From that moment on, his mother watched him like a
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hawk. He was barely allowed to play with the other boys
in town. When he was a teenager, he would attempt to go
to the movies with his friends, but if it happened to thun-
der, his mother would suddenly appear at the theater and
drag him back home.

“She was crazy,” my mother told me. “And she was de-
termined to make him crazy, too.”

I tried to imagine it. The best, most permanent image I
had of Grandma Lucille was of her sitting in her room in
the locked quarters of the psych ward, wringing her hands
and crying. I tried to imagine my father, my strong, tall fa-
ther, trying to become a man under her watch. It was al-
most impossible to picture.

“Your grandpa was a good man,” Mama, said, speaking
of Grandpa Pittman, “but he wasn’t strong enough to
override her. His first wife died on their honeymoon. He
never got over her. He only married your grandmother be-
cause he didn’t know what else to do. He settled. But he
was completely shut down, his whole life.”

You had to take my mother’s assessment of the whole
thing with a grain of salt. She never liked my grandma Lu-
cille, and Lucille never entirely liked or trusted her. It
wasn’t the woman she imagined her son marrying. If she
had even been sane enough to imagine such a thing.

But before we get to that. Aunt Margaret did well in
school and went to college and eventually met and mar-
ried a man from Georgia and moved there. Before all that
happened, though, a curious and life-altering thing hap-
pened to my father.
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He had graduated from high school and was working
at a gas station in town. He had grown tall and very hand-
some and he spent all the money he made on nice clothes.
The girls loved him. He was living it up. He could see an
entire future for himself, and why not? His life was turn-
ing easy, because of his job and his looks and his clothes.
He hadn’t really established himself in Union Grade be-
cause that was a long, hard climb. He was from hunger
and this was a town full of old money types, landowners
and pre-Civil War gentility who still half expected to re-
gain the respect of the rest of the world. They mainly as-
pired to this by closing ranks and refusing to let the likes
of my father in. But he had a plan. He would work hard
enough, dress well enough, be handsome enough, and
perhaps marry well enough to rise up through the social
heirarchy. He was just a poor boy in a rich place, but he
could see a way in through his own talents, a tiny crack of
light under the door, and he was heading for it. If nothing
else, he was blessed by his own countenance, his own
beauty. He was one of the pretty people—a random throw
of the genetic dice, but one, he had learned, that wielded a
certain amount of power.

Who knows what would have happened to my father if
he had simply been allowed to pursue that course. Women
loved him. Even the rich women. He courted them. He
was a man about town. He had charm. Doors opened for
him. But he was still poor and it was still going to be a
struggle. He was prepared for it. He was ready to do bat-
tle. I can only imagine how he felt in those days. The same
people who frowned on him and kept him out and saw
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him as a poor laborer were suddenly forced to confront
him. He wanted in and he was not going to take no for
an answer. I admire his spirit in that regard. I'm not
sure if I would have had the kind of resolve that he did in
those days.

Then he was drafted. It was 1951 and the Korean War
was going full force. The notice came in the mail. He told
me more than once, “It was like a nightmare when I
opened that letter.” He was sitting in the kitchen, as he
told it, and his mother said something like, “Tell them
you’re too sick to go,” but he knew he wasn’t sick, knew
he hadn’t actually had rheumatic fever, but was simply
the victim of a nervous and crazy mother, and a lazy doc-
tor. Maybe something about that made him want to go.

He went off to Colorado to boot camp. I'm not entirely
sure what happened there. He trained for battle, that’s for
sure. He told me enough about that. But then there was a
test. Some kind of aptitude test. They found out a few
things about my father. One was that he had an above-
average 1Q. The other was that he was particularly gifted
in the area of language and radio skills. They sent him off
to Alaska to be in a special part of the army.

This part he couldn’t tell me much about. “I’'m not sup-
posed to talk about it, even now,” he said to me some-
times. But Alaska was the best part of his life, he often
said, and it was because he had been identified as special
and smart and a cut above the rest of the guys who were
being shipped off to Korea and were “dropping like flies.”

A couple of years ago, when I was helping him clean
my Barbies and other toys out of the garage, he came
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across his army jacket from his Alaska days. It looked like
a plain old army jacket, but with fur on the collar and a
big embroidered image of a grizzly bear on the back. He
glanced around as if we were possibly being observed and
said, “I did special things in the war.”

“Oh, yeah?” I asked.

He nodded and put a finger to his lips. He went to an-
other box and pulled a machine out and put it down in
front of me. It looked like a kind of adding machine, ex-
cept there were strange, unrecognizable keys on it. He
said, “Do you know what this is?”

“No,” I said.

“It’s a code machine.”

“What kind of code?”

He said, “That’s what I did in the war. I was a code-
breaker.”

“Oh,” I said.

“Don’t tell anyone that I told you. I'm not supposed to
talk about it.”

“Okay,” I said.

I didn’t have any desire to talk about it. By then I al-
ready knew things about him. Many things I wasn’t sup-
posed to talk about. But the code machine gave me a clue
as to how it all happened. How I ended up where I am
now, writing this letter to you.

He said, “They wanted me to stay in the army. They
promised me a future. But I didn’t want it. I just wanted
to come back home and have a normal life.”

“Come back home to be with his mama,” my mother
would say, on the odd occasions when his lost career in
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the military was being discussed. “He could be a colonel
or a general by now. But he couldn’t leave his mama.”

“It’s true what your mother says,” he told me, that
night we were cleaning out the garage. “I should have pur-
sued my career, but I was afraid. Afraid that my mother
needed me. I should have been braver than that.”

I didn’t know how to get in the middle of it. I didn’t
know how to intervene. It all seemed a long, long way
from me. I had no idea it was the whole reason why my
life had turned upside down.

After two years being a codebreaker in Alaska, my fa-
ther was honorably discharged from the army and he
came back home. He knocked on the door of his childhood
home in the middle of the night. He told me how shocked
he was when his parents came to the door. They were old,
he said. He left them looking one way, and he came back
to find them looking another, with gray hair and sagging
faces. They hugged him and fixed him something to eat,
but the whole night he was in shock. Shocked to be out of
the army, shocked to have old parents, shocked to be back
in Union Grade with no clear idea of who he was or what
he was supposed to do.

For a long time after that, he didn’t know how to get
his life back together. When he was in the army, he was
somebody. He was important. He did special, important
work but he couldn’t talk about it. He had been sworn to
secrecy, even after he left the army. He was looked down
upon, he said, because he hadn’t seen combat. There were
guys from his town, guys he’d played basketball with in
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high school, who had either died or come home with limbs
missing or other debilitating injuries. They glared at him
as if he’d done nothing special, as if he’d gotten a free
pass. He couldn’t even tell them; he couldn’t tell anyone
what he’d done. He was prohibited from explaining that
his work was the most special work of all. He’d gone to
Alaska because he was smarter and better. But upon his
return, he was treated as if he’d simply found the cow-
ard’s way out.

He didn’t know what to do. For a long time, he just
hung around town and went riding with his friends, look-
ing for girls. Eventually he got a job in the local bank as a
teller. He put his time in during the day, but in the
evenings he went partying with his friends. There were
girls, a lot of them. He was allowed to wear his uniform
for a few months after service, but eventually he had to
hang it up and then he really was no one at all.

The frustration festered inside of him. He had gone
places and seen things. He had been in Alaska, where he
learned to cross-country ski, where he learned to drive a
jeep on ice, where he learned all the rules of defending
against frostbite. Because he was in Intelligence, he learned
other things, too, aside from radio skills. He learned how
to build bombs and how to defuse them. He learned to
start fires and put them out. He learned how to kill a man
with his bare hands. He learned how to survive in the
wilderness. He learned how to shoot a gun in the dark
with gloves on. The list went on. He knew things that he

would never be able to use in Union Grade. Still they
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treated him like a poor laborer, when he knew in his
heart he was a specially skilled soldier.

Time passed and he began to think about getting mar-
ried. He was getting nowhere in Union Grade. Being a
bank teller brought in a steady wage, and it helped him
support his parents, with whom he was still living, but it
did nothing to carve out his special niche, the one he felt
he had earned during his time in the army. He was still
being treated like a rube, like a no one, because he
couldn’t speak of his special skills. It drove him to distrac-
tion. Maybe marrying the right woman would earn him
his rightful place. Maybe that was what he needed.

Perhaps all these things had been in his mind the
night he met my mother in a bowling alley in Danville. He
was out with friends. They met up with some other peo-
ple. My mother was among them. She had a job as a recep-
tionist for the local newspaper then. She was probably
feeling secure and powerful. When I was a little girl I
asked my father why he married my mother. He said, “Be-
cause I thought she was the most beautiful woman I'd
ever seen. And I still think so.”

Even as a little girl, I knew that wasn'’t a good reason
to marry someone.

But it was his reason.

Of their meeting, my mother only said, “I thought he
was stuck-up.”

Apparently, they circled around each other for a while,
and then he finally asked her out and they went out and
the romance started.

61



In my mind, he had on his uniform when he first saw
her. I like it that way. She saw this handsome soldier. It
can’t be true—at least a year had passed since he had
gotten out of the service. But I remember what my mother
always said: “He was just out of the army and he was so
handsome.”

So these two beautiful people found each other in their
beautiful clothes and something inside both of them
clicked. Maybe they each saw their imagined future. I
know my mother saw the man who could take care of her
and help her get her son back. My father probably saw a
difficult and lovely woman who would never bore him.
Maybe he even saw, at last, the woman who would help
him break away from his mother. Whatever forces aligned
on that night, these two people saw a potential way out,
and they lunged at it.

And they became my parents.

Good stopping point. I was exhausted.

[ put the letter aside and turned off the light.

[ lay in the dark for a long time thinking about it, this sud-
den and profound history lesson. My parents never talked
about their past; it was as if they didn’t have one. I used to ask
my mother about her family and she would say, “Oh, sweetie,
you're never going to have to worry about them.”

I didn’t understand why family was something you’d have to
be worried about. But I was smart enough to sense that a sad
story had to be behind it all. And I didn’t want to make her sad.

[ never liked to think of either of my parents as having strong
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emotions apart from joy and humor. When you'’re a kid, your
own emotions are all you can handle. Later you let your friends
have some, but that was where it ended.

The story was interesting and I had grown to like having my
mother’s voice so close to me. Now I felt she was under the
bed, at least, instead of always under a white stone in West-
wood.

[ still wasn’t entirely sure how any of it related to me having
a car.

All T knew was that I was slowly losing my concern and the
sense that I had been deprived. Maybe that was the point.

My father was not a stupid man at all.
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SIXTEEN
and Two Days

.l.

Zoe thought it was completely Gothic that I met a boy in a
cemetery.

“Things like that never happen to me,” she complained.

“That’s because you don’t have a dead mother,” Talia re-
minded her.

“Oh, yeah,” she said, and for a moment she actually pouted
and seemed jealous.

“So your dad is not kidding about the car,” Zoe said. We were
eating our lunches on the manicured lawn of Hillsboro. The sun
was shining and I had a sudden image of what we would look like
to someone like Clyde Pittman. To him I would have been one of
the in crowd, one of those fancy types in Union Grade who
wouldn’t give him the time of day. It also made me think of Mick,
and whether or not he saw me that way. I had never really
thought about social classes before, never thought of myself as
rich or privileged. But now it was starting to come into focus.

“No,” I said. “He’s not kidding. There will be no car for
Little Lynnie Russo.”
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“That is so bizarre,” Talia said. “It’s tragic, really.”

“It’s not,” I said. “I mean it sucks, but it’s not tragic.”

To Talia everything was tragic. And I realized that before I'd
started reading the letter, I would have agreed with her.

“I see you're still rocking the bird bracelet?” Zoe asked.

I had almost forgotten it. I had slept in it and woken up with
tiny little bird marks on my wrist.

“I'm starting to like it,” I said. “Is that scary?”

“Pretty scary,” Zoe admitted. “I mean, the birds look de-
formed.”

“Maybe it’s some kind of metaphor. Even deformed birds
can fly,” Talia said.

[ laughed, but there was something to it.

“So rumor is you went surfing with Jen,” Zoe said, “the day
you ditched. Are you a surfer now? Should we prepare for the
red beads and the Uggs and the lingo?”

“It was really fun. I think I'm good at it.”

“Lynne, we cannot lose you to surfing,” Talia insisted.

“Yeah, we’d rather lose you to the guy in the cemetery.”

“You're not going to lose me to anything.”

But I wasn’t entirely sure about that. I was changing and I
could feel it.

[ stayed late at school to finish my homework. But also, I re-
alized, because I was avoiding the letter. I wasn't afraid of it any-
more. [ just wanted to make it last.

My cell phone rang as I was riding home on the late bus. The
number that came up was unfamiliar to me. 1 answered it
anyway.

“Hi,” he said, “it’s me, the guy from the cemetery.”

[ laughed. “I meet a lot of guys in the cemetery.”
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“Mick,” he said.

“I'm kidding. I don’t meet guys in cemeteries.”

“Oh, okay. I'm nervous.”

[ smiled. T thought it was cute that he admitted to being
nervous.

“How did you get my number?”

He said, “I know a guy who dates a girl at Hillsboro. He got
me a school roster. Your number is on there. Is that creepy? Am
I stalking you?”

“Not yet. But there’s time.”

He laughed.

He said, “Well, I was just wondering if you wanted to get to-
gether sometime and hang out.”

“In the cemetery?”

“Sure, if you want to.”

“You're totally missing all my jokes.”

He said, “Well, I take all my dates to the cemetery, so I
thought it would make sense.”

“Funny.”

“So I guess I just admitted that I'm asking you on a date.”

“You don’t do this a lot, do you?”

“Almost never,” he admitted. “I mean, I have dated. Not in
cemeteries. You know, this went much better when I practiced it
in my room.”

“Oh, really? What did I say when you practiced it?”

“You said you’d love to go out with me sometime.”

“I'd love to go out with you sometime.”

“Oh, shit,” he said. “I didn’t practice anything after that.”

“Well, let’s see. Here’s where you tell me what night you
were thinking of and what we might do.”
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“T haven’t thought about that, either.”

“Do you want to call me back after you've rehearsed it?”

“No, no, I can think on my feet. We could see a movie. No,
wait, we could get dinner. No, probably just meeting at Jamba
Juice or something in Larchmont after you get out of school.
And if we like each other over smoothies, then we could do
something more serious.”

“Like go to the cemetery.”

“Right.”

“Okay, when?”

“Tomorrow. Which is a Friday. That’s a good day for a date.”

“It’s a date. See, that wasn’t so hard.”

He laughed. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?”

“No,” I answered honestly. “This will be my first juice date.”

“T'll see you tomorrow, Lynne,” he said. A kind of electric
current went through me when he said my name. I hung up the
phone and settled back in the seat and smiled out the window
at all the things passing. The world looked good to me.

.2.

When I got home, the letter was waiting, and except for a snack
and a quick glance at MTV, I didn’t avoid it.

September 28
Dear Noah,

You tried to talk to me as we were leaving English class
today. You asked if you could look at my notes for the test

next week. I told you that my notes were a mess and that
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you should ask someone else. You looked kind of upset. I
realized that you didn’t really care about the notes—you
were just trying to talk to me and I blew you off. You were
aware that I was blowing you off. I felt bad about it and I
wanted to explain. What I would have said to you is that
we can’t get to know each other. The whole idea is that we
don’t know each other—that’s why I can write the letter
to you. If I get to know you, I’'ll have something to protect.
After all, I have plenty of friends and relatives and even
my pastor whom I could tell this story to. I've had the op-
portunity but I let it pass because by virtue of knowing
me, they will want to disbelieve me. They will want it not
to be true. They might even try to tell me it’s not true and
that would make me completely crazy, crazier than I al-
ready fear that I am.

But I'm not crazy. I'm just someone who was born into
insanity. I'm sane, and this letter is my last best hope of
hanging on to that.

By the way, what I want you to know when you read
this is that I'm probably completely in love with you. I
don’t really know you so it’s not entirely accurate to say
that. But I love who I think you are, the person I’'ve made
up in my mind. That person is warm and funny and
worldly and sweet and wise. I know you’re handsome;
that’s not a subjective thing. It’s just a fact. I just want
you to know I love you for bigger reasons than that. Be-
lieve me, I have imagined it so many times—me and you
in a perfect world, or at least a world in which I'm not

carrying around the secret of my criminal life. In a weird
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way, I have to keep you at a distance and write this letter
to you so you won’t make the mistake of falling in love
with me, too. Because you can’t have me. I can’t have you.
I'm damaged goods. I'm the wrong girl for reasons you
can’t even imagine. I am the enemy.

It would have been nice. I want you to know that. You
and me holding hands at assembly or at a movie. Us being
a couple. Noah and Cat, Cat and Noah. I think about it all
the time. It stirs up the same feeling I always had watch-
ing kids playing on the playground, on the monkey bars
and the swing set and the slide. They get to do that be-
cause they aren’t me. Because they don’t know what I
know. They haven’t done what I've done.

And I also want to tell you that never in a million years
did I ever think you’d be interested in me. That was not in
the game plan.

But I digress.

Now for the story of my brother.

My brother Gregory is twelve years older than I am,
the product of my mother’s first marriage. He’s a half
brother but that hardly matters. He is a minister in North
Carolina and he’s married to a very nice woman named
Suzanne. They don’t have any kids yet. We see them peri-
odically. They come to visit and the visits are always stiff
and awkward. He doesn’t know my mother well, because
she didn’t raise him, and he resents (I suspect) me and
my sister because my mother did raise us. You can imag-
ine his position. Why were we good enough for her and he

wasn’t? He doesn’t have any perspective on it, that’s the
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problem. The person who does have perspective is his
wife, Suzanne. She gave me a lot of the history I'm about
to tell you.

I realize I'm bad at creating suspense because now I've
revealed that my mother never got her son back. He was
raised by my grandparents. My parents had me and my sis-
ter, but Gregory’s relationship to our family remained spo-
radic. We saw him when we drove to the farm to see my
grandparents every other Sunday. He stayed with us now
and then and always at Christmas. But by the time I was
seven he was married (he married very young) and in
seminary. After that, he moved around a lot because that’s
how a preacher’s life works. He was handsome and charm-
ing and charismatic (he looked a little like you, to be hon-
est) and I adored him, but we just didn’t have much of a
relationship. It took some time, but eventually I under-
stood why, mostly through Suzanne’s stories. He has a lot
of anger toward my mother, but that’s because he doesn’t
know the whole story. For some reason, I'm the person in
possession of the whole story. Maybe that burden always
falls on the youngest. And it’s a very heavy burden.

Here is what I know of the next part of my parents’
lives, after they met in the bowling alley. Some of it I'm
guessing at and most of it is culled from family dinners af-
ter Suzanne had had too much wine and started to talk,
but only to me. Maybe she thought I was too young to re-
member or understand. But I've always been able to re-
tain things.

My father began to court my mother in the usual
way. After several dates, she revealed that she had been
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married before and had a son. He might have cared about
that in the beginning, but by this point he was taken with
her and he was willing to accept her history. She took him
home to meet her parents and they mostly approved. They
saw that he was not exactly their class (laborer versus
wealthy landowners again), but he was handsome and
had a decent job and, unlike a lot of men in that era, he
was willing to take her on. My mother’s parents were a lit-
tle bit nervous because by now Gregory was seven and
they had gotten used to having him and secretly had no
plans to give him up. He was their son. I can imagine that
my grandpa Will had sized my father, Clyde, up and de-
cided that he was too weak to put up much of g fight. Pos-
sibly they had had some walks in the backyard and
Grandpa Will had let him know that Gregory was not part
of the deal. My father must have known that Fern had
every intention of taking her son into the equation. But
there was probably a part of my father that didn’t want to
take on a ready-made family. So there was a complicit
agreement. Such an agreement, however, didn’t make
Grandfather Will entirely comfortable. He was examining
his arsenal and preparing for a fight, but as it turned out,
the ultimate weapon appeared out of nowhere.

About a month before my parents’ wedding took place,
a woman in Union Grade came forth, claiming to be preg-
nant by my father. It was a scandal on a plate. Getting a
woman pregnant in those days was a dark deed, some-
thing that mainly occurred among the lower classes, and
this only served to remind my father that he wasn’t one
of the elite. Suddenly he saw the whole thing slipping
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away—he stood to lose the most beautiful woman he’d
ever seen, along with the social status that her family
could afford him. It’s not clear if my mother ever knew
about this. She was very proper and proud, and she had
already left one man for cheating on her. But her parents
were intent on this marriage taking place, if for no other
reason than to get this wayward daughter off their hands,
not to mention keeping her son in their home.

Then a backyard talk definitely took place. It went like
this: My grandfather had money, and money could make
anything disappear. He was willing to write a check to
this troublesome young woman and make the whole issue
go away. But there would be a certain price attached. One
was that my father would go ahead and marry my mother
and take her off their hands once and for all. The bigger
price tag was that there would be no discussion of taking
Gregory from them. Grandfather Will probably threw in
some other perks, such as helping my father get set up in
a good job, maybe even a financial contribution. But the
heftiest part of the deal was that Gregory would remain
with them. I can picture my father shaking on the deal, in
the backyard of my grandfather’s house, overlooking his
prosperous farm.

The final part of the agreement was that my mother
was never to know.

It was a deal with the devil. And once you make a deal
with the devil, your soul is up for grabs.

I’'m not entirely sure how I feel about evil, if it exists,
and if it does exist, how it works. But I do think that once
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you sell a tiny part of your soul, you may as well sell the
whole thing. You may as well have a sign over your head
saying, “I can be bought.”

My father was bought.

How did he feel when he walked away from that deal? I
want to believe that he was just in love and hopeful and
certain that he could somehow make up for it. I want to
believe that some small part of his soul was still engaged
and hoping for the best. He was betting on a bright future.
He wasn’t selling the best part of himself to the highest
bidder. He had plans.

But the thing about dancing with the devil is this:
You’'re not done dancing until the devil is done dancing.
And the devil is never done.

So they got married. It was a small wedding in the
Methodist church in Union Grade. My parents were
dressed to the nines and they looked beautiful. My
brother Gregory was a groomsman. It all looked very good
and that’s what they were buying into: how it looked.

The first years of their marriage are murky, uncertain
years to me. Suzanne didn'’t provide any information as to
how that went, so I can only imagine. What I imagine is
this: My mother kept talking about getting Gregory back
and my father kept giving her all these rational argu-
ments as to why it was better for him to stay with his
grandparents. They’d be taking him away from the life he
knows. If my father adopted him, Gregory would have to
change his name. They can still see him anytime they

want. They’'re going to have their own family. As the years
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passed, it got harder and harder for her to get him back
and she just got worn down by the arguments.

But in the back of her mind, she knew this: She only
married my father to get her son back. Without that, what
was he to her? He moved her away from her job in
Danville and into a stifling small-town existence in Union
Grade. They lived near his parents, and my father’s med-
dling, semi-crazy mother dropped by whenever she felt
like it. He wasn’t making that much money, so her life
was far from comfortable; she had to make sacrifices. And
none of this fit in with how she saw her life evolving. She
was beautiful, after all. One of the pretty people. The
pretty people don’t have to suffer. Yet she was suffering.

She missed her son, I imagine. She thought of him liv-
ing out his life a few miles away, turning into a really
spectacular young man, gifted in music and academics,
with no reflection on her because she wasn'’t raising him.
She was losing him to her parents. Deep down, her resent-
ment grew. This was not the deal she had made. Uncon-
sciously, she must have been aware that some other deal
had been made. Some kind of secret deal that her husband
would never admit to her. She lost respect for him. She
wanted to go home. But she couldn’t. She was trapped.

She was trapped in Union Grade, where the social class
was intact. No one acknowledged her pedigree because it
came from some distant place, and anyway, a woman’s
pedigree was only defined by her husband’s achievement.
They were permanently on the outside looking in. It was a
place she had never been to before and she hated it. And
because she hated it, she blamed my father. Nothing he

74



could do was good enough for her. The only thing she ever
really wanted him to do was get her son back.

Still, she persisted. She hung in there. A second di-
vorce was unthinkable. She smoked, and ate very little
and drank iced tea. My father insisted on having more
children. She didn’t want them, but he told her it was part
of the deal. She agreed to get pregnant and my sister was
born. She wasn’t born in any typical way, though. My
mother’s pregnancy had been difficult. Mainly because
she smoked, and ate very little and drank iced tea. My sis-
ter was born two months premature, in the car on the
way to the hospital. Everything about my sister’s entrance
into the world was wrong. First, she was born too soon
and should have died. Second, she was a girl. Third, and
the most unforgivable sin, she lived.

Because it was 1957, and premature babies mostly
didn’t pull through back then, they just left her in the
hospital and waited for her to die. They tried to get back to
their lives. Every evening when he came home from work,
my father would ask, “Shouldn’t we go visit the baby?”
And my mother would say, “I can’t do that, I can’t get at-
tached, it’s too painful.” This went on for months, and fi-
nally my mother took a cab to the hospital, walked into
the baby ward, and said, “I'm here to take my daughter
home.”

They had no idea who she was.

So she took my sister home and named her Sandra and
started feeding her with an eyedropper. Sandra lived. But
my parents never got over the fact that she lived. It wasn’t
their first choice. The fact that she lived forced them to
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confront the guilt they had about wanting her to die. My
father confessed to me later that he was worried she
wouldn’t “look right.” She looked just fine, but they could
never see it. In their minds, she was always sickly and
pale and flawed and just plain wrong. They also probably
couldn’t get over the fact that she was a girl. Imagine my
mother, knowing that she had a perfectly healthy son
somewhere in the world, yet here she was, stuck with
raising this sickly girl. Imagine my father, knowing that
he had made this deal with the devil, not being able to tell.

Imagine him blaming himself for this terrible circum-
stance.

Imagine my sister Sandra entering the world as a terri-
ble circumstance, shouldering that burden.

About three years later, my father convinced my
mother to have another baby. She had to; she was obli-
gated to. This girl, Sandra, was so weak and sickly (in his
mind) that he couldn’t be sure she would live. So they had
to have another and this one would be a boy. It must have
been the boy argument that convinced my mother. She got
pregnant with me and they got busy picking boy names.
She carried me full term and I was born healthy and
happy and squealing. But I was a girl. My father told me
later that he was in shock to learn that he had had an-
other girl. He knew it was their last because it had been so
hard to convince my mother to have me. He didn’t have
the boy he wanted, but right then and there, in the wait-
ing room after hearing the news, he decided that there

was no reason he couldn’t raise me as a boy.
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They named me Catherine, but they kept my hair short
as I was growing up and they dressed me in boy clothes
and called me Cat because it was more boylike. That was
how I ended up following my father around and hearing
his stories and learning his games.

By the time I was five, my mother had come to accept
that she wasn’t getting her son back (he was almost
grown, anyway) and her life was going to be about raising
these two girls and living with a man who had completely
and thoroughly lost her respect. She didn’t know the
whole story, but let’s face it, on some level she did. But be-
cause it was too painful to really know, she shut down
and smoked a lot of cigarettes and drank a lot of iced tea.

In the meantime, something had happened. My father
had been lured away from his job at the bank and had
been given a job in the carpet factory that was just open-
ing up in town. A managerial position. He was offered
more money and an opportunity to move up in the world.
There was nothing that tempted my father more than
moving up in the world. My grandfather Will probably in-
structed him to take the job, and he did. But it was a lousy
job, where he was forced to work long hours and answer
to men he didn’t respect. It offered him a certain kind of
social status, but it didn’t fulfill his lifelong dream, which
was to be completely accepted as an important member of
society in Union Grade. He was allowed to join clubs and
be the deacon in the church and all that, but my parents
were still shut out of the best parties, the best cliques, the

inner sanctum of Union Grade. By now he could see that
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his deal with the devil had not entirely paid off. Yet he
was still in league with the devil because he had this se-
cret. And he had an angry wife and two daughters. It was
not how he saw his life playing out.

My sister and I paid the price for being daughters. My
mother never really knew what to do with us. We weren’t
an adequate substitute for her son. And we hadn’t solidi-
fied any agreement with her husband, or sealed any con-
tract she had with her own fairy-tale vision of her life.

My sister Sandra became the focus of my mother’s at-
tention, and meanwhile, I belonged to my father. I was his
last chance, his “idea,” and I had certain obligations to
fulfill. Because I belonged so completely to him in his
mind, and because I was the closest he was ever going to
get to having a son, he confided in me. He took me every-
where with him. My mother didn’t mind. She was basi-
cally done with having children. She had no protective
instinct toward me, so she just gave me to him. For a long
time I didn’t mind. I was the apple of my father’s eye, his
idea, his creation, his invention.

My mother was tired of it all. Tired of him, tired of
missing her son, tired of raising my sister. She had no en-
ergy left for me so she let him take over. And that is why
he took me with him wherever he went. And that is why I
saw things I shouldn’t have seen. And it’s why when he
decided to become a criminal, I became one, too.

All families have things they do together, like board
games or silly rituals or picnics in the country. My family
is no exception. From the earliest time that I can remem-
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ber, whenever the town’s fire alarm went off, my father
woke the whole family up and said, “Let’s go find it.” We’d
grab coats and blankets and follow him into the car. After
that, we followed the trail of water that the fire truck left
behind. The fire trucks in this town are really old and
they leak like crazy, so that’s our trail. Sometimes. And
sometimes he just seemed to know how to get there.

I don’t know if my mother enjoyed the adventure. I
know Sandra did. It was one of the few times she actu-
ally felt like my father’s daughter. She was always angling
for us to act like more of a family and this did the trick
for her.

My mother was just glad to get out of the house and
glad that my father was in a good mood. It was unsettling
how happy it made him, going to watch the fires.

For me, it was a little bit of everything. It was a com-
pletely different experience from where I was sitting.

Sometimes when we’d visit the fire, it would be a place
I'd never seen before. I felt strangely happy when that
was the case. My father would get out of the car and go
chat with the cops or the firemen, all of whom he knew—
they went to our church or belonged to the same clubs—
and then he’d come back and say, “Lightning,” or
“Electrical system,” or “Cigarette in the couch.”

But many times, at least half the time, it was a place I
had seen before, earlier in the day. A place he had taken
me to and told me to wait in the car while he walked
around it. And then it was night and the whole family was
in the car and we were watching it burn. Once when I was
very little, I actually said out loud, “Daddy, you took me
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here!” The look he gave me shut me up and made me real-
ize I couldn’t ever talk about such a thing again. The
things we did together were for us to know. That’s what
made it a secret life.

You're probably thinking, Oh, now I get it, her father
was an arsonist. That’s her confession. I really wish that
were the whole story. It would be terrible to have a father
who was an arsonist, but it wouldn’t make me feel like the
criminal that I am. After all, many of the fires he started
weren’t important. Just old, worn-out buildings that
probably needed burning down anyway. It was a way for
him to demonstrate this power he had, the power he had
been sitting on for all those years, the skills he had
learned in the army that he could never reveal. It was
a strange kind of shout to the people who wouldn’t let
him in.

I don’t know how it made him feel better to do that. I
can just barely understand it. But I know he needs it and
he’s going to keep doing it, just to show that he can.

There were other things, too, other parts of our secret
life. T knew about the hidden family. He occasionally went
to visit the woman who had his baby. She had been paid
off but she had had the kid anyway, and sometimes he
took me to visit them. She lived in a trailer and I would
wait in the car while he went in to see her. Once she came
out. She was blond and fat and looked nothing like my
mother. She leaned into the window and said, “Oh, Clyde,
she looks just like you.” Then a girl a little older than San-
dra came out and looked at me with this blank expression
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and told me her name was Amy. I didn’t know who she
was but I knew.

“This is between us,” my father told me later. “We have
a different connection, you and me. We’re not the same as
the others.”

I knew he meant my mother and sister. He didn’t get
specific then. When I was older, he told me more.

“Your mother is crazy,” he said. “Doctors have told me
that I should have her put away. I think it was Sandra
who did it to her. That whole experience broke her. I
thought maybe having another baby . . .”

He got sentimental and sad when he talked about it.
His eyes welled up. And I was young and I loved him and I
wanted to make it better, but it also somehow gave me a
stomachache.

“But after you she was just as crazy, and I was afraid of
raising two girls by myself. So I’'m just trying to make her
comfortable, help her get along.”

I waited for more. He wiped a tear. I didn’t know what
to do.

“And Sandra will never be right, I’m afraid,” he said.

I didn’t know what to do with any of this.

Then he turned to me with a big smile and said, “But
you and me, we’re the same. We’re going to be okay.”

We’re the same, he said. He just made up his mind. I
never had a choice.

I kept the secret of the fires. No one was really getting
hurt. Then I let myself not think about it. Then it was ex-

actly like it wasn'’t true.
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But Jaqueline was different. That was a thing that
never left me and never will.

I'm tired now, but tomorrow I will tell you about
Jaqueline.

[ put the manuscript down and sat on my bed, taking yoga
breaths through my nose. It was a lot to absorb, for sure, but I
had finally gotten to a point in the manuscript that made my
blood stand still in my veins.

[ walked down the hall to my father’s room. It was dark in
there. He had turned off the light and gone to sleep. But I
switched it on and he sat up, looking around, all confused.

“What’s happening?” he said.

“You tell me.”

“Lynnie?”

“Who’s Jaqueline?”

He rubbed his eyes and tried to focus on me.

“Oh,” he said. “You got to that part.”

“Yes, 1 got to that part.”

He patted the bed and said, “Sit down.”

“No. Just tell me.”

He sighed and said, “It’s in the letter. Who Jaqueline is.”

“You know what I mean.”

He said nothing.

“That’s my name.”

My real name was Jaqueline Julia Russo. Lynne was the nick-
name they agreed to call me. Jaqueline was so far in the past I
didn’t even put it down on forms anymore. But I knew it in the
back of my mind.

82



“There was another Jaqueline before me?”
He nodded.
‘Am I named after her?”
“Yes,” he said, without hesitation.

“Why?”

“It’s in the letter.”

“Stop with the letter. Just tell me.”

“Please sit down,” he said.

I sat on the edge of the bed, but just barely, as if the bed had
the power to burn me or suck me into hell.

He thought for a moment, rubbing his eyes.

Finally he said, “Jaqueline was a girl who was very important
to your mother.”

“So I'm about to understand, if I keep reading.”

“You should keep reading.”

“I will, but I want to know.”

“She loved Jaqueline very much,” my father said. “She
wanted to validate her memory.”

“So I have another girl’s name.”

He thought some more and finally said, “She considered it a
great honor, to pass that name on to you.”

“Well, what if I don’t want some other girl’s name?”

He shrugged and said, “It’s why we decided to call you
Lynne. You're not the same. It’s a memory. It’s an homage.”

“Did the other Jaqueline contribute to my mother becoming
a criminal?”

“You should keep reading,” he said.

“Tell me this: Am I named after someone good or someone

bad?”
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“Someone very, very good,” he said. “Who never had the
opportunities that you have.”

“So she never had a car.”

He smiled at me. “She never even had a chance.”

I decided to let it be. I went back to my room and went di-
rectly to sleep and didn’t dream.
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SIXTEEN
and Technically Three Days

.l.

I woke up around one a.m. and couldn’t get back to sleep. I was
staring at the ceiling as if it were a movie screen, watching all
these characters I didn’t know move around and play their
parts. The strange girl with my name. My mother, who didn’t
really look like me (I had gotten my father’s coloring; some peo-
ple said I had her smile but I didn’t see it), suddenly looked ex-
actly like me in the movie. I was the one who was living in this
crazy house with the distant smoking mother and the strange,
fire-setting father. And now I had a new friend to think about. I
couldn’t wait until morning to find out about her. I turned on
the bedside light and started to read again.

September 29

The girl’s name was Jaqueline. She was a teenager. She
was the oldest girl of a man who was a machinist in my fa-
ther’s carpet factory. He was divorced and had remarried
a younger woman. They had children together, two girls,
Dana and Sheryl, who were both roughly my age. They

85



lived in the bad part of my neighborhood—the poor hous-
ing. We were allowed to play together, though my parents
made it clear that they were beneath us in terms of social
status. Jaqueline wasn’t on anyone’s social scale. She was
just a wild teenager.

She tried to be good. She worked hard in school and
made good grades. But when her parents weren’t looking,
which was most of the time, she was wild. She had a much
older boyfriend who rode a motorcycle. She wore hot
pants and smoked on the streets. When her long hair got
in the way, she pulled it back and put on a bandanna. She
smiled and laughed a lot. She had a good attitude.

Once when my father was driving home from work, he
saw her standing outside a local gas station, in her short
shorts, smoking a cigarette, and he said, “If I ever see my
girls doing that, I will beat them until they can’t sit down.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about.

Around this time, my mother had finally reached her
limit in terms of living with my father and complying with
his rules. My father was an important businessman in
town; my mother should have help. My sister and I
weren’t much trouble, but we were children and she
needed to be free to participate in the garden club and
church functions. In order for her to do that, they needed
help. They had gone through a couple of black women. My
father had so much trouble accepting black help that he
just canceled the whole thing. My mother was fed up. “I
just need someone to look after the girls a few hours in

the afternoon. A local girl to help out.” Jaqueline was
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looking for work and her father was an employee. My fa-
ther finally consented.

They hired Jaqueline to babysit occasionally and to
clean up after us. My father decided to abandon his preju-
dice and to see it as helping out the lower class. Jaque-
line, or Jackie as she was known to us, was the perfect
solution. She enjoyed playing with me and my sister.
She’d cook on the days my mother felt overwhelmed by
the heat. She never complained. They paid her by the
hour. It was all good.

Sandra and I loved being babysat by Jackie. She told us
great stories about ghosts and aliens from other planets.
She played card games with us and scared us silly with
her worldview (“the world behind your eyes,” she called
it), to the point that we could barely sleep when she
looked after us. But we loved her and our parents knew it.
Her wild boyfriend with the motorcycle kept his distance,
usually. Every now and then he’d stop by, but his involve-
ment consisted of glasses of iced tea on the front porch.
Though he often offered to take us for rides on his motor-
cycle, he never actually did it. His name was Lance and he
had a shaved head and tattoos. Jackie stared at him with
a quizzical expression, as if she were witnessing physics
defined.

He had given her a bracelet that was the most beautiful
thing I had ever seen. It was silver with birds on it. She
used to let me play with it, even though she never took it
off her wrist. She held it up and the birds encircled her
wrist and I would inspect each one and give them names.
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She’d say, “This is to remind me that no matter where
you are, you can always fly away.”

That was her plan with Lance. To fly away somewhere
better. That was my plan, too, and maybe it still is. But it’s

getting harder and harder to believe in that idea.

I looked at the bracelet and 1 felt a chill pass through me.
Now I had the gitl’s jewelry as well as her name. Where was this
going to end?

Only one way to find out.

Jackie was like a cool older sister we had somehow in-
herited. Sandra liked to impress her and pretended they
were peers. But I just looked up to her and listened and
imitated her every move. I imagined myself having a
boyfriend like Lance and riding on the back of his motor-
cycle. I imagined the bird bracelet on my arm and Jackie
said she would give it to me when she finally decided to
leave town.

“What if you forget?” I'd ask her.

“I won't forget.”

“What if you leave in the middle of the night?”

“I’ll know in advance. Getting out takes planning.
Lance and I are working on it, but we’re not going to just
up and disappear.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure, little Cat.”

Then she’d laugh and say, “But does that make sense?
Giving my birds to a Cat? You’re not going to eat them,

are you?”
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I assured her I wouldn’t. I took the whole thing too se-
riously to laugh at her joke.

Every day I thought of Jackie and about when I'd see
her again and what games we’d play. I never let on to San-
dra or anybody how important she was to me. I was afraid
they’d be jealous, and when people are jealous, they do
desperate things.

But the problem wasn’t about me and Jackie. The prob-
lem came from some dark place I couldn’t have imagined.

There were arguments in my house. There were always
arguments in my house, so many that I couldn’t pay at-
tention to them all. But these arguments I heard because,
over and over, they were saying Jackie’s name. My
mother loved her at first and defended her, while my fa-
ther argued against her. He said she was fast and trashy
and was a bad influence on the girls. He said there were
rumors about her around town. My mother said people in
this town just talked for sport and it was none of their
business who she hired to help out. She was finally getting
some relief and he was just complaining because he didn’t
want her to have a life. Then it was back to how her peo-
ple had money and they always had someone helping out
and he just didn’t know that because he grew up poor.

Then the roles changed. The shift happened slowly.
First my father stopped complaining about Jackie. Then he
started finding things to like about her. She was smarter
than he thought, she was starting to dress better, she was
good with the girls. He still hated her motorcycle boyfriend,
but he suspected she was trying to make something of her
life. It was fine if my mother wanted to keep her on.
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Then my mother changed. Sometimes she did that just
to spite him. That seemed to be the case again. There were
loud fights in the living room after Jackie went home. My
mother accused my father of being too interested in her.
She said terrible things, like my father had a taste for
trailer trash because that was where he came from. My fa-
ther accused her of being crazy. Loud voices and eventu-
ally things being thrown. Sandra and I didn’t know what
to think. Selfishly I was hoping that if Jackie got fired, I'd
still get the bracelet. And that maybe she would think of
me and take me with her and Lance. We’d live on the road
like a hippie family. We’d fly away to someplace where no
one yelled or called people names or threw things. This
was my dream.

One day my mother called me and Sandra into the
living room and told us that Jackie wouldn’t be coming
around anymore. We were confused and upset. She told us
to stop fretting about a babysitter, there were more baby-
sitters in the world, we’d like the new one just fine. San-
dra went with that idea but I threw a big fuss and got sent
to my room. That same night, my father called us into the
den and said, “Jackie is still going to be your babysitter.”

“Why?” Sandra asked.

“Because I said so. And I'm still the last word in this
family.”

My mother sat in the kitchen smoking and drinking
iced tea.

I was thrilled about the news but terrified to show it. I

still remember my mother glaring at me as I walked past
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the kitchen. Or maybe I imagined it. That was how it al-
ways felt in my house, anyway. You had to take sides, and
then someone was glaring at you.

Jackie kept coming and my mother ignored her and
my father, oddly enough, was cold to her. She was caught
in the middle of a battle that didn’t seem to have anything
to do with her. She was just a piece of land they were
fighting over. Like the Civil War. My father had won, but
he wasn’t sure what to do with the victory.

One night, when Jackie was babysitting, my father
came home early from his business meetings while my
mother was still out with her friends. Sandra and I were
supposed to be asleep but I always stayed awake until one
of my parents came home. I heard raised voices and I got
out of bed and crept downstairs. I hovered in the kitchen,
which was just a few steps away from the den, where they
were talking. I listened.

Jackie was saying this:

“I don’t care if I work for you or not, but I know what
I know.”

Daddy was saying this:

“Jackie, I can see you want a better life for yourself. I
understand that, I do. I want to see that happen for you.”

“Ha, like you care about me.”

“Of course I care about you. I don’t want you to do any-
thing unwise.”

Jackie said, “I can’t forget what I know.”

“You’re a very young girl. Your thinking can be
confused.”
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“I’m not confused.”

Daddy said, “Jackie, I don’t want anything bad to hap-
pen to you.”

She said, “I'm not scared of you.”

“Of course you’re not. Why would I want you to be?”

She said, “You think you own this town. You think you
have people fooled.”

“Why would I want to fool people?”

“I’m not an idiot. I pick up on things.”

“Of course you do.”

“And those girls, they’re going to figure it out.”

“Let’s leave the girls out of it.”

“I can’t. They're in it. Your wife is smarter than you
think, too.”

“dJackie, I'm wondering if the stress of your life is get-
ting to you. Going to school, working all these hours, hav-
ing a boyfriend. And the way people talk about you. ..
that has to be difficult.”

“Talk about me? I'm not the one who should be wor-
ried about talk.”

He began mumbling and then she mumbled back and I
exhausted my hearing. All I could understand was the in-
tensity of their discussion, rumbling like an underground
railroad.

Then she left.

I saw her alive only once more.

It was a couple of weeks before Christmas. My father
said he was going to cut down a Christmas tree. We never
bought a tree. Why would we? We lived near a forest, and
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in those days, you could just walk out into it and bring
home a tree.

My father was about to embark on this journey to cut
down a tree and I wanted to go with him. I was his side-
kick, after all. He always took me everywhere. When I said
I wanted to go, he couldn’t resist. My mother dressed me
up in my new winter coat and my new winter hat, a furry
pixie deal with a pointed top. I got in the truck with my fa-
ther and we went to get the tree.

I rode in the truck next to my father, in my new winter
clothes. We listened to Christmas songs on the radio. He
parked next to the edge of the woods. The heater was
blasting and I was starting to sweat. He shut off the en-
gine and turned to me. I can still see him, slipping on his
work gloves and adjusting his black wool cap.

He said, “I'm going to chop down the tree. You should
wait here.”

“I thought I was going with you.”

“You are with me,” he said, with a smile. He had a nice
smile. He made me feel important.

“But I want to help you with the tree.”

“You'll just get cold out there. I'll be back in a few
minutes.”

It didn’t make much sense, as I was all dressed up in
my winter gear, but I agreed. I would have done anything
to make my father happy. He always seemed so smart and
in charge. I knew he had his bad moments. He had a
mean streak and he yelled. But I had a strong sense that
he held things together in my family. I had a sense he was
in charge.
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I was his idea, which meant that I was not allowed to
disappoint him. If I disappointed him, I would be left
alone with my mother, who never wanted me.

“It’1l be okay, Cat,” he said. “Just wait here.”

He got out of the truck and I turned around to watch
him. He went to the back and got out an ax and some rope
and a big piece of plastic. He flashed a smile at me as he
walked by. I watched him disappear into the woods.

A long time seemed to pass. Although it was cold, the
winter sun was persistent and as it shone into the truck, I
started to get hot. I tried to get out of my new winter gear
but my mother had knotted the strings on the hat and
buttoned my coat so securely that I felt I was trapped
in some kind of puzzle. I managed to get my mittens off,
but I was still hot. I got out of the truck and went to look
for him.

I went into the woods feeling confident. After all, these
were the same woods that my friends and I played in. I
knew them like the back of my hand. I could point out the
bicycle tire tracks we had made, the pretend houses we
had built, the landmarks we had created with rocks and
trees. But as I stumbled down the hill, everything looked
unfamiliar to me. I wasn’t with my friends anymore and
suddenly the woods looked dense and scary. The air out-
side was much colder than it had been in the truck, and I
regretted taking off my mittens. My fingers were white
with cold and every branch I touched stung them.

I thought of Hansel and Gretel walking through the
woods, leaving bread crumbs. Suddenly I wasn’t sure I
could find my way back to the truck. I had been sure I'd
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see my father right away, but all I saw were tree trunks
and I heard nothing but hollow sounds, the leaves shiver-
ing, the few remaining winter birds making desperate
chirps.

I saw some bushes shaking in the distance. I followed
the shaking.

I was relieved because I knew the shaking bushes
meant a person was around. It had to be my father. He
had found a tree and was chopping it down. I could help.

“Daddy,” I said.

No answer.

“Daddy,” I yelled.

Still, no answer. I moved through the brush. I felt bri-
ars catching my clothes.

I came into a clearing.

I saw my father and I was relieved. I had found him.

There he was. He was yards away from me. I saw his
dark coat and his dark cap and his work gloves.

The ax and the rope and the bag were on the ground
beside him.

I saw him wrestling a tree. He was struggling with it.
He was choking it, as if the tree could fight back.

But it wasn'’t a tree.

It was Jackie.

I stood and I stared and I tried to make sense of it.

We went to get a Christmas tree.

His hands were around her throat.

I thought, Is she helping us get the tree?

I thought, Is he joking? Are they kidding around?

She saw me. Her arm reached out. The birds were
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around it. They danced. It was like she was trying to hold
my hand. I reached toward her, too, but nothing happened.

She looked at me, as if to say “Save me.”

He was killing her.

The birds. The birds.

Then my father saw me.

I looked at him and he looked at me.

The birds on her wrist made a singing noise.

I turned and ran.

I ran up the hill as fast as I could. The mud made a
slurping sound underneath my feet. The briars grabbed at
me. Something in my head told me to go back, and some-
thing else in my head said, Run as fast as you can. I
couldn’t run fast. A limb caught my hat and pulled it off. I
grabbed it back and then I kept running.

I thought I was next.

I ran until I could see the truck at the edge of the
woods. Then I felt some force around my waist. My father
had reached me. He picked me up.

“I told you to stay in the truck,” he said.

“I...Iwashot.”

“When are you going to learn?” he asked me.

“I don’t know.”

“Do what I tell you to do.”

“I’m going to the truck.”

“No,” he said.

He set me down on the ground and I looked at him.
Sweat was trickling down his face. He wiped it away, still

wearing his work gloves.
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He sighed and looked to the sky.

He said, “It’s too late. You have to help me now.”

“I’ll help you,” I said.

He said, “You don’t understand.”

I knew I didn’t understand. But I didn’t know what
to say.

This was my father. This was Jackie. They had some se-
cret understanding. I had interfered.

I don’t know what happened next. Maybe we stood
next to the edge of the woods for a while, talking.

Imagine my whole world crashing down. I thought
back to my mother, dressing me in my new winter wear. I
thought back to meeting Jackie, to her promising me the
bird bracelet.

I couldn’t stop crying.

He calmed me down somehow. He said a million
things, probably. He said, “Your mother is crazy and your
sister is sick and you were my idea.” He said, “Trust me,
don’t worry, this is what we have to do.”

He said, “Come back here with me.”

And I knew nothing then of history. He was just my
father.

Everything that happened next is unclear.

I think we walked back to where I saw him wrestling
with a tree. I think her body was lying there. I think she
was faceup to the cold winter sun and she looked just like
I remembered her, except that her face was frozen in a
stunned expression.

I think he said, “She was not a good person.”
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I think I abandoned my idea of her. I think I chose my
father in that moment.

She was lifeless. We dragged her body into the truck.
Then we drove the truck to another part of the forest. He
was quiet the whole time. I made a decision not to speak.
Every now and then I glanced at her and I saw the bird
bracelet dangling. I wanted to touch it but didn’t.

I saw her red hair spilling across her chest and I
wanted to touch that, too, but I didn’t move.

After we parked again, I helped him take her out of the
car. We carried her into the woods. We approached an
abandoned well—they were all over and I had been
warned against playing near them. I saw the well and I
was scared because he had done such a good job of warn-
ing me away from such a place. I saw the disorganized
pieces of lumber in the middle of the woods and I knew
that a dark, forever place lay beneath them.

I think this really happened because I remember
holding her by the wrist. I remember looking at the bird
bracelet.

We dragged her toward the well and she got stuck on
some rocks and a shoe came off. I don’t know what hap-
pened then. The bracelet was still digging into my palm. I
unhooked it and slipped it into my pocket.

It seemed like a lot of time passed.

He told me to go sit on a rock and watch for intruders.
I did that. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. I had
played enough in the woods to know that no grown-ups
ever came there.

When it was taking too long I walked back to the well. I
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saw him leaning over it and he stood up and said, “What
did I tell you to do?”

I went back to the rock and watched. No one came.

Finally he came and found me. He looked tired. He
touched my hair. He said, “Hey, are you okay?”

I didn’t know what to say.

He said, “Let’s go home. You need a snack or some-
thing.”

Then we drove back home.

Right before we pulled up at the house, he turned to
me and said, “What’s good about you and me is that we
have our own language. Right? We understand each
other. You’re my idea.”

I can’t remember what I said.

My mother met us outside. “What have you been do-
ing?” she asked. “Where’s the tree?”

“We couldn’t find a good tree,” he said.

“What do you mean you couldn’t find a tree?” she
asked.

“I think we might have to go to a lot this year,” he said,
dusting off the arms of his jacket.

“But you were gone so long,” my mother said.

“We were looking. There was nothing.”

My mother turned her eyes on me. She was beautiful
and nervous. Her eyes were black and quick. There was
nowhere to hide.

I looked at my father.

“What happened to her?” she asked, looking at me and
my frayed clothing.

I already couldn’t remember. I had no idea that my
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clothes were torn and dirty. My mittens were gone, my
pixie hat was chewed up, my winter coat was full of briar
scratches. I just stared at my mother.

My father said, “We were in the woods. We were look-
ing. Give us a break.”

That night he came to my room and read me the Bible
passage in which God asks Abraham to kill his only son,
Isaac. He read the passage to me and explained that some-
times it’s okay for parents to kill their children.

After he left, I lay in bed and held the bracelet and I
talked to Jackie.

When I woke up the next morning, I was sure it had all
been a dream.

A week later, there was a search party. The gossip was
that Jackie had run away with her no-good motorcycle-
riding boyfriend. But the boyfriend showed up, all con-
cerned about her absence. So the search party took place.
While my parents were searching in the woods for her, I
was in the basement with her sisters, Dana and Sheryl.
Jackie was gone and no one knew why, but I knew why. I
sat in the basement and knew why.

While I was playing cards, you and your brother came
into the room. I know you don’t remember this. And it
took me a long time to remember it, too, but now I’m cer-
tain. Your brother was taller and his hair and eyes were
lighter, and he had this confident way about him. You
were shorter and quieter and you sort of hung back. I re-
member our eyes connecting.

Someone in the room asked who you were and no one
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had an immediate answer. We all knew you didn'’t live in
Union Grade.

Then someone said, “They’re her cousins.”

Someone else said, “She doesn’t have cousins.”

Someone else said, “That’s just what I heard.”

I didn’t pay that much attention to you. I'll be honest
about that. I mainly registered your face because you were
a stranger to our town. I didn’t encounter that many
strangers. It took me a long time to make the connection.
I didn’t make it the first day I saw you again, this fall, at
Union Grade High. I didn’t make it the second or the
third time. It was when people started to gossip and I
heard the story. I remembered being in that basement and
I remembered seeing you and it all fell into place.

But that day in the basement of Jackie’s house, I
wasn'’t thinking about you. I was thinking of the bird
bracelet. I knew it was my one link to what was happen-
ing and I was worried about someone finding it.

I had put it behind a loose board in my closet, where
I'm currently hiding this letter in between writing it. It’s
all I have left of her, and all I really have of my experience
that night. Whenever I start to think it didn’t happen, I
take the bracelet out and hold it.

Holding it has been like holding my own sanity.

Lately, seeing you has reminded me of my sanity all
over again. I know it happened just as I remember it.

For a lot of years after that, I woke up in the middle
of the night, scared to death and longing to answer for

something I had done. Sometimes I honestly couldn’t
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remember what it was. But most times I remembered as if
I were watching the movie and it was all happening again.

I became a criminal that day in the woods.

I am telling you now so you won’t make the mistake of
falling in love with me.

This is who I am.

Do you still want to date me? I didn’t think so.

So just stop staring at me in Engl