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DEDICATION
I wish to dedicate Evaleen the Queen to my very shy mother, Agnes Johnson. who during the Great Depression sold furniture polish door to door. Although my mother did not get rich selling her furniture polish, I always wondered what would have happened, if she had and to P M F Johnson who without his love and constant encouragement, this book would not be possible.
Outside the front windows of the tenement building where Eva Doyle lived with her parents, the snow came down in windy gusts. It was another cold day in Emerson, Massachusetts in the winter of 1935. The Super had turned down the heat again to save money. Did he think they didn't notice, Eva wondered as she slipped on yet another sweater. But she didn’t blame him either. Half the people in the building, including her own family, were behind on the rent. Times were tough for everybody. Pa had lost his job as a mechanic three months ago and hadn't been able to find another one, although he had tried mightily, often getting up in the middle of the night to be one of the first in line.
Without a job to occupy him, a silent man to begin with, he became bitter and depressed and had taken to drinking cheap whiskey. When he was drunk, he often took his anger out on Ma and Eva, mostly Eva. Everything Eva did seemed to irritate him lately. Mostly he seemed to resent the fact that he still had to feed and clothe her. She had tried hard to get a job and would have taken anything, but there were no jobs to be had for someone with no experience at anything. If it weren't for her uncle who still had a job and was able to help them out, they would have all been out on the street months ago. That's where her parents were right now, asking for another loan from her uncle.
She tried not to think about the cold or how broke they all were or what Pa would do when he found out that she had stolen the emergency money for the ingredients to make her grandmother’s skin cream, money to be used only if someone were sick or dying.
Being extra careful, she opened the fragile notebook containing her grandmother’s skin care recipes and began searching for the skin lubricating cream her grandmother swore by. Her grandmother had given Eva the notebook right before she died. She remembered it well.
Eva and her grandmother, her mother's mother, shared a bedroom after her grandmother broke her hip in a fall and moved in with Eva's family. Eva loved having her there. Often before going to sleep they would have long talks. Sharing secrets with the elegant old woman who understood everything and loved her just for herself was wonderful and comforting. One night Eva was helping her grandmother get ready for bed when her grandmother stopped what she was doing, and with great ceremony handed Eva an old notebook.
"This contains everything I know about skin care," she said. "Having beautiful skin has been my legacy and it can be yours too."
People were always telling her grandmother how beautiful her skin was, even when she was very old. She had shrugged it off like it was nothing at all. Eva knew better. Skin care was her grandmother's obsession. Eva's grandmother was not a raving beauty, but she had the most beautiful skin. Even in her eighties, bent over almost double with rheumatism, people were forever pleading for her secret. She would just smile and shrug as though having lovely skin in old age was the most natural thing in the world. Eva's own mother had never shown any interest in beauty, other than buying cosmetics from time to time which she rarely used.
Eva thanked her grandmother profusely. Together, they had sat up in bed and looked through the book with its yellowed pages and spidery handwriting while her grandmother explained the benefits of each recipe. Eva knew how important this was to her grandmother, and so for her sake she forced herself to pay close attention.
But afterwards, out of her grandmother’s sight, Eva stuffed the notebook into her dresser drawer where she soon forgot about it, because what she wanted most in the world was not to have beautiful skin but to be someone special, the kind of person Hero Lyon would notice and take an interest in. At eighteen, Hero Lyon was over six feet tall with thick, blue-black hair that glowed like raven feathers in the sun. His almost black eyes had a way of looking right through you. Every girl in high school wanted Hero Lyon. And every boy wanted to be just like him, cool and elegant and rich and not seeming to have a care in the world.
As far as Eva could tell, Hero only liked tall, slim, blond girls with pale skin, none of whom she remotely resembled. Eva’s freckle-filled face was more ruddy than pale. She wore her red hair in a pony tail, which she cut herself when it needed to be trimmed. Her hazel eyes were her best feature and had a tendency to change to a pale olive green depending on the light and time of day. She was barely five foot three and big boned, the kind of girl who wouldn’t look skinny no matter how much weight she lost. Her only real asset was her perfectly oval face, a face that looked beautiful in photographs but was in reality quite plain. And unlike Hero who lived in a large mansion on Trenton Hill, Eva lived in a two bedroom apartment on the third floor of a tenement building on Hansen Street, one of a long row of tenement buildings all in various states of disrepair. The only redeeming feature on her street was a small park directly across from her building where Eva’s grandmother used to like to sit in the sun and watch the people pass by, but which was now occupied by hobos who always left a terrible mess.
Josh Goldman, her school chum, said redheads were already special since there were so few of them. Eva didn’t believe him, though he was not the type to lie. Josh always thought the best of everyone, so his opinion didn't count. Everyone liked Josh. He was easy going, trustworthy and a good friend. He was tall, over six feet, and thin to the point of scrawniness, and his blond hair had cowlicks that no amount of Vaseline Hair Tonic would keep down. He was nice looking, but not special like Hero. Nobody was.
It wasn’t until her father lost his job when Eva, who was in her last year of high school, remembered her grandmother’s notebook. She was putting the laundry away one day when the drawer jammed and she saw why -- the notebook was sticking up at the back of her drawer, which she found rather strange. But seeing it there, it occurred to her that it was a sign from her grandmother to use her skin care creams to make money. A lot of people were going door to door these days selling everything from used clothing to wood, why not her?
The more she thought about it, the more excited she became. She knew her father wouldn't approve, but she had to do something and this was all she could think of to do. And so she decided to go ahead. When her parents were out, she took the emergency money which was hidden in a bowl in the cupboard, money not to be used except for dire emergencies and bought the lanolin and sweet almond oil she needed from the local drugstore. She reasoned that if she actually made some money, Pa would forgive her and be glad. If it didn’t work, well, she didn’t want to think about that.
Now with her parents gone for the day, this was her one and only chance. She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then, forcing herself to concentrate, carefully opened up the dry and crackling pages of the old notebook. Her heart was beating hard with a mix of fear that she was wasting time and precious cash on something that might not pay off and excitement that she was actually doing something to change her family’s destiny. If everything went right, today would be a new beginning for them all. And if it didn't work there was a good possibility they would soon have to go on relief, or even worse end up on the street, living in one of those tent cities on the edge of Emerson. The thought made her shiver but did not deter her.
She read the instructions for the lubricating cream slowly and deliberately twice, then ran water into the bottom half of a large frying pan and lit the stove. As she did, she imagined the surprised look on Hero Lyon's face when he discovered his former classmate Eva Doyle, someone he barely noticed, was now a successful businesswoman, just as good as he was, maybe even a little better. She grinned at that impossible thought.
She said a quick little prayer asking her grandmother to help her as she waited for the water to heat and worried if the cream would turn out right or even if it did, would anybody actually buy it from her? She shivered at that thought then forced it out of her head as she concentrated on measuring out the lanolin and pouring it in the pan. She was just about to measure the sweet almond oil to add to it when she heard a knock on the door.
She froze, sure it was one of the neighbors who would discover what she was up to and tell Pa. She was flooded with relief when she heard the sound of footsteps retreating and climbing the stairs to the apartment above theirs. Hobos going from door to door to ask for food or money! There were so many these days. She felt sorry for them, but she felt even sorrier for the wives and families they had abandoned. Eva returned to her work, stirring the mixture together as it heated and tried not to think about the half million women who'd been left to support their children alone. As she stirred, she enjoyed the delicious aroma of the almond oil wafting up to her nostrils. From time to time, she dipped a finger into the cream and rubbed it on her arm. It felt silky and good and smelled wonderful.
When the cream was done and cooled sufficiently to be handled, she poured it into the five small baby jars she had managed to collect, clean and label in secret, wiped off the mouth of the jars with a dish towel and set them aside to finish cooling before screwing on the tops. As she waited, she admired the jars that proudly proclaimed, "Fresh as a Daisy Lubricating Cream," with her name, address and phone number inscribed in tiny letters at the bottom next to an equally tiny drawing of a daisy.
Suddenly she heard the familiar crunch of tires on the snowy street out front. With a strange sense of foreboding, she went to the window and looked out just in time to see her father begin to maneuver his car between two other parked cars.
In a panic now and working as fast as she possibly could, she scraped the melted beeswax from the counter and shoved the pan beneath the sink. She heard the front door open and her parents' footsteps on the stairs as she quickly snatched a tray from the cupboard and began to load up the jars. She was racing down the hallway towards her room with the tray when the door burst open and Pa entered the room. He was a big man, red in the face, with a mop of faded red hair that stood up like a wire brush.
"What’s that I smell," he said. "What the hell’s going on here?"
Eva, stopped, frozen with fear, holding the tray in front of her.
"The roads are slippery and the snow is coming down so bad we could barely see out the windshield…." her mother said. She spoke hesitantly, her voice dying away uncertainly as she followed her husband inside.
"What you got in those jars?" Pa demanded.
"I made Grandma's skin lubricating cream," Eva said speaking quickly. "I'm planning to sell it door-to-door for twenty-five cents each and..."
"Nobody's got any money for shit like that," Pa said. "And look at yourself. Who'd buy beauty creams from a lump like you?"
He snatched the tray out of her hands and tossed everything in the wastebasket with so much force the glass shattered.
Eva’s pride in her work collapsed instantly and she was filled with shame. A suspicious look crossed Pa's furious face. He hurried to the cupboard, yanked out the empty sugar bowl and held it out for her mother to see.
"It’s empty," he said, spitting out the words. "Your daughter's a no good thief."
Ma shook her head no and backed away, her face as pale as the white handkerchief she always carried inside the cuff of her sleeve.
Eva felt a familiar shiver of fear as Pa took off his coat, threw it angrily on the kitchen chair and began to unbuckle his belt with vicious pleasure. Eva had felt the sting of Pa's belt before, especially after he'd had a few drinks to spur him on. The last time he hit her was for leaving her coat on a chair instead of hanging it up. She had red welts for a week. Worse than the beating were his words.
"You're never gonna be nothin', and you're never gonna amount to nothin'."
She was furious at him for saying that and even angrier at herself for believing it. After that last beating, she had made a vow that no matter what happened she would never, ever let him hit her again.
Determined to keep that promise, she bolted for the door. As she fled down the steps, she could hear Pa's footsteps on the stairs behind her. She was just about to take off running down the sidewalk when she heard a terrible noise like a seagull screeching in pain. She turned around and saw Pa appear to dance in the air, then drop to a crumpled heap at the bottom of the stairs.
"Oh Pa, I’m sorry," she cried as she raced back to his side. "Are you all right, Pa? Please tell me you're all right. I'm so sorry. I won’t do it again. I promise. Please, Pa. Tell me you’re okay. Please…."
He did not move nor answer. He just lay there, unmoving, staring wide-eyed up at the snow filled sky.
Frightened for his life, Eva raced back up the steps to call for help. When she arrived, Ma was still in her winter coat, unmoving, standing at the window, staring, a blank look in her eyes.
Pa's hurt," Eva cried as she raced for the telephone. "He’s on the steps out front."
Ma snapped out of her daze, and with a fearful cry rushed for the door. Eva snatched up the phone and dialed the operator with icy fingers. The operator connected her to an emergency number and after giving the information, she raced back downstairs to her father.
She arrived just in time to hear him make a hollow, coughing sound and see a puddle of urine begin to form beneath his prone body.
"It’s no use," Ma said, speaking almost in a whisper. "He’s gone." She began to cry, a low, tortured sound.
Snow continued to fall on his open, staring eyes and upturned angry face.
Eva sat down next to her, too stunned to cry. Death wasn't supposed to happen this way. It was supposed to come at night when you were surrounded by your loved ones, not like this and not in such a terrible way. And not when it was all your fault.
Two hobos chose that moment to shuffle across the slushy street from the park. They stared as if Eva and her mother were alien beings. Death was fascinating but apparently no real concern of theirs. Eva noticed the lack of emotion in their faces and the strange lack of it in herself.
A crowd soon gathered. Mrs. Smythe, a kindly widow who lived in the basement apartment with her crippled son George, came out and took charge.
"Go home," she said, shooing the people away. "This is none of your business. Go away now. Leave these poor folks be."
The hobos, seeing nothing to be gained here, shambled back to the park. The people who remained also began to drift away. An ambulance arrived shortly and double-parked as Eva and her crying mother sat next to the dead man. Two men dressed in coveralls leaped out of the ambulance and went to work on Pa. As Eva and her mother huddled together, miserable, not knowing what to do, a late model Ford arrived and parked behind the ambulance. A small man got out. He wore a blue overcoat much too large for him, as though he'd bought the coat in the size he wanted to be rather than the size he actually was. He talked in a low voice to the two men, who were now gathering up their equipment, then approached Eva and her mother. He introduced himself to them as the police chaplain.
"I'm sorry for your loss," he said, a look of kindly concern on his face. "Where do you wish to hold the funeral?"
At the word funeral, Ma broke down in a fresh wave of sobs.
"Wagenstein and Murphy," Eva said automatically. It was a funeral home she passed every day on her way to school. The man quickly relayed the news to the men, who had begun to gather up their things, then he herded Eva and Ma up the steps to their apartment.
Only afterwards did Eva realize that he did this so she and her mother wouldn’t see the two men taking Pa away. Instead of consoling them or telling them what to do, as Eva had assumed, the chaplain asked her mother to sign some papers, then left as quickly as he had arrived.
By this time the light had already begun to fade. Ma collapsed into Pa's old easy chair next to the radio and sobbed uncontrollably. Eva, dry eyed and numb, did the only thing she could think of to do. She picked up the phone and gave the operator Gussie's number.
Gussie was Eva’s friend since first grade. She would know what to do. Gussie could always be counted on in any emergency. Both her grandparents had passed away in an old people's home during the last year and Gussie had taken care of all the arrangements. Her parents were not capable people. They had depended on Gussie ever since Gussie was ten and took it upon herself to call the insurance company to come and fix a hole in their roof caused by a hail storm.
"Pa just died and I don't know what to do," Eva blurted out when Gussie answered the phone on the second ring.
"Oh dear, I’m so sorry," Gussie said, all sympathy. "I’m coming over right now. Don’t do a thing until I get there."
"Call the funeral home and set up a time to meet with them tomorrow," she announced when she arrived minutes later even before she had taken off her coat. "They'll tell you what you need to do next. Then call the folks who'll need to know. And for heaven's sake, Eva, put on something warm," she said taking off her own coat. "You're turning blue."
"I know this is hard for you," Gussie said helping Ma out of her coat, "but right now, you need to make a pot of coffee and straighten up the apartment, because as soon as the word's out, folks will be dropping by to give you their condolences."
Ma and Eva did as they were told. Eva was surprised at how little she felt about it all.
"Something's wrong with me, Gussie," she said. "My father just died and I feel so numb."
"You're in shock," Gussie said kindly. "It’ll hit you later when you can begin to deal with it. Nature’s good to us that way."
"Herodotus Lyon the second," the sheriff announced sharply, "your home is in foreclosure. You have been duly warned and must now leave. We're here to make sure that you do."
Hero Lyon the Third happened to be in the reception hall, where he'd gone to check the mail, and heard it all. He rushed to the door to see for himself what was happening. Hero realized it was real when he saw the confusion in his father's eyes. The sheriff was right -- they had been warned several months ago. Hero had been positive his father had taken care of it as he had always taken care of everything. Apparently not.
Seeing his father squint down at the papers the sheriff handed him as though his eyes hurt, Hero felt a surge of sympathy. Ever since Hero could remember, his father had moved in the world with great authority, respected by one and all. Until right now. Hero was desperate to help him. But what was there to do?
The Lyon's family's good fortune had begun to change the day bank examiners appeared at the bank where Hero's father was the president. The position that made Hero's father one of Emerson's leading citizens now caused the Lyon family to become one of its poorest.
Hero knew nothing about this until the day he showed up at his father's bank to ask for an advance on his allowance to go to the movies. He walked in his father's office unannounced just like he always did and was surprised to see two big men sitting in front of his father’s big desk, their briefcases held stiffly in their laps and his father looking pale and sick.
"Illiquidity is rampant here," one of the men said, ignoring Hero's presence. "New deposits are non-existent. You must know that the position of this bank cannot be maintained."
Hero's expected his father to frighten the man with just a look, but it was his father who appeared to be frightened. People had stopped paying their loans. On one harrowing day alone, checks amounting to over twenty thousand dollars were returned for non-payment. His father had struggled mightily to find some solution, working with the debtors, burning the lights late each night. He worried so much that at one point he said he thought he was losing his mind. Month after month he fretted, but there was no solution. No amount of agonizing or staying awake nights or trying to coerce the bank's debtors to pay up made any difference at all.
He was not alone.
In the first years of the Depression, wages declined sixty percent and over four thousand banks failed, ten of them in Emerson, Massachusetts, a usually thriving city of two hundred thousand factory and retail workers. So many businesses had closed that Emerson was beginning to resemble a ghost town lately.
On the day the bank closed, Hero's father was allowed just enough time to get his hat and coat before being herded out the door along with his employees. His position as bank president was finished that day and their life savings were gone.
Hero had always taken it for granted that his family's good fortune would go on forever. He had been named for his father and grandfather. The name came from the Greek historian Herodotus, said to be the first historian. Hero's great grandfather, who made a fortune loaning immigrants money at high interest rates, was a passionate student of history and a lover of all things Greek, thus the name. Hero had been given everything his wealthy parents could lavish on him, with one exception: both parents insisted that he attend public schools through elementary and high school. His father believed it was necessary in life to have what he called the "common touch" in order to do business with both the high and the low. It was assumed that Hero would finish high school and matriculate at Harvard, where his father had also gone. Hero felt that he belonged at Phillips Exeter or Choate or even Milton and resented attending a public high-school, but sure of his exalted position in life anyway, he always walked the halls of Emerson High with a confident swagger.
That life was now gone forever.
"The keys," the sheriff said, as he escorted the family to the curb. He held out his beefy hand.
Hero still expected his father to come up with a bundle of unexpected cash or at least say something to put the sheriff in his place. Instead, his father meekly handed over the keys. The sheriff's sneering deputy stood by, one eyebrow raised suspiciously, as though they might try to sneak back into their own home. Hero was tempted to slug the sheriff and his ridiculous deputy, wipe the smug look from their pasty faces forever. He was younger and stronger and could probably take them both, but it would do no good and might get them all in worse trouble he reasoned, so he jammed his fists into his coat pocket and stared at the ground.
He was absorbing this lesson, absorbing it well: a man needed money. Cash in hand. If his own father wasn't able to supply everything, it would be up to Hero. At eighteen, he was a man now. That day, he vowed to himself that money would never be a problem again. He would show them all.
"I'll be coming back in two hours to make sure you're gone," the sheriff threatened, before heading back to his car.
"Don't forget," the scrawny deputy added with a sneer. "Loitering is a crime."
The Lyons' family might have driven away in one of two cars they owned that day, except their cars had been repossessed weeks ago, along with most of their furniture. The family stood together in cold, miserable silence as lace curtains fluttered up and down their street. No one came out to sympathize or help. Hero, his face hot with shame, stood in his camel-colored cashmere overcoat shivering with cold and waiting for his father to offer a sensible solution. Hero was ready to help, to do anything his father asked.
But his father, wearing his own cashmere overcoat, sat on a suitcase in the snow, his head in his hands, not speaking. Hero's mother stood next to him, her pale, frightened face partially hidden in a fox tail scarf worn over a mink coat. Her hands, in their kidskin leather gloves, clutched a brown paper bag filled with kitchen utensils. On the sidewalk lay a thin mattress that used to belong to one of the maids who had been let go a month ago along with the cook and laundress. Hero had grabbed the mattress on his way out the door, thinking to find a use for it later.
Hero stared at his father hard, willing him to do something. His father had always been his guide: the wise one who always knew what must be done, knew the next step to take. But what was the next step here? Hero felt a stirring panic as he waited for his father to do something, anything.
Suddenly a coughing rumble sounded in the distance and a baby blue Packard Runabout came driving up the hill. Some careless stranger coming to enjoy their humiliation? To Hero's surprise, the Packard halted on the street before them. The driver, a man with a bald head that stuck out of his navy blue overcoat like a turtle out of a shell, rolled down the window. Hero recognized him as George Carson, one of the wealthy men with whom his father used to do business. George had been to their home numerous times for dinners and charitable events over the years. He was the kind of man who blustered his way through life, shaking every hand like a politician.
Hero's mother buried her face deeper into her coat. His father stared straight ahead, refusing to acknowledge the man. Hero stood by, silently willing the man to get lost.
"Got that warehouse over on Washington," the man called out from his car. His eyes wandered over their things, but did not rest on any of them. "Can't do anything else with it since they closed the factory. You might as well use it as a place to live. Can't offer a job. Barely hanging on myself. Warehouse'd be rent free, until you get on your feet. 'Sides, it'll keep the bums from takin' up residence." He looked uncomfortable. "That's what's in it for me, so you see, it isn't really a handout. You'd be actin' as security."
Hero was astounded. Mr. Carson was trying to help them, something no one else was doing. At the same time, Hero felt ashamed that they had sunk so low that they needed rescuing.
"I don't want my wife or my son living in such a place," his father said sharply.
"What will people think?" his mother wailed, clutching at the pearls she had snatched from her dresser on the way out the door. "I'm willing to put up with a great deal, Mr. Herodotus Lyon," she whirled on her husband, "but you just better be careful, now."
"Have to live somewhere, ma'am," the man said impatiently. "Least this way you'll have a roof over your heads. Twenty-four families living in that Hooverville over by the tracks. Last week, cops rounded 'em all up and put ‘em in jail or they’d have frozen to death."
Hero glared at his father so fiercely that his father quailed. Would he just stand by and do nothing? What was wrong with him?
"Sir, yes." Hero said, stepping forward. "Yes, Mr. Carson. Thank you, sir. We'll take it. Absolutely. Thank you so much."
It was a shift in power between his father and himself so complete that Hero knew it would never shift back. For better or worse, Hero was now in charge of the family. Hero made a tiny gesture and amazingly his father obeyed, stepping forward.
"I guess we don't have a choice," his father said, his voice flat. Then, almost shyly to Mr. Carson, "Thank you for your kind offer." He took the key from the man's hand, but the look on his face was one of shame rather than gratitude.
Mr. Carson looked uncertainly from father to son, then nodded to himself. "Be seein' you, then. I'd give you a ride myself, but I don't have the time right now."
He put his car in gear and without once looking back, rattled away.
All three stood, watching him go.
When he was out of sight, Hero's mother took in a deep breath, wiped her eyes with the back of her gloved hand with a defiant gesture, picked up her small bundle and like a zombie began to walk in the direction of the warehouse district, five miles away. Hero's father sighed heavily, picked up his own bundle and followed her. Hero, feeling sick, like he'd just watched a bad accident, grabbed the mattress, balanced it on his head with both hands and joined his parents as they paraded down the street.
How dare Hero command his father in that way? How could his own father have obeyed? Hero wondered that himself as, heavy with his new responsibilities, he and his family walked down his former street filled with all the mansions of the rich, through the middle class neighborhoods and across the railroad tracks to the poor side of town.
A parade to poverty. Luckily, the day was unusually cold and the streets of Emerson, which normally teemed with people, were deserted, so only a few folks witnessed the family's shame. With each step, Hero grew more determined never to be put in this situation again; never to be vulnerable to such ridicule and harsh dealings.
And change he did. Although outwardly he remained ever charming and polite, ready for fun, behind this front he was always paying attention, learning from everything -- how to take advantage of those weak enough to drink to excess when gambling, whose palm to grease to keep everyone happy. But there was one other vulnerability he took away from that day. Forever after, he hated confrontation. Hated especially the naked threat in the eyes of the deputy. Hero was not a coward -- he fought when forced to do so -- but he would always try to look ahead, to anticipate trouble, knowing there was never any profit in fighting. And he would always work hard to find some way around any threat. That was not entirely a bad thing, for he avoided those who dealt in violence, and he exercised an instinct for being absent at the times when violence came sweeping through some drinking or gambling establishment he was at, for there were many angry, displaced young people looking to take their frustration out on someone.
When Hero and his parents arrived at the warehouse, they were exhausted, emotionally drained and chilled to their very bones. His father slipped the key in the door and the family numbly trooped inside without speaking and were greeted by the smell -- musty, oily, closed up, and something Hero couldn't quite identity that made him feel slightly ill.
The warehouse consisted of two rooms -- in the store front was a big picture window so dirty that light could barely get through, and in the back, a large, dank, windowless room where a kind of oily sand covered the floor. Off to one side in the back room was a tiny, closet-sized room with a toilet and a wash basin. A cold draft could be felt blowing through the many cracks in the walls.
His mother gave a great mournful sob and sank down onto the mattress that Hero set down on the floor in one corner. She came from a prominent family and had taken their prosperity completely for granted. The common touch was all very well and good and those who possessed it were spoken of reverently among her set, but always over tea in bone-china cups. Her people had little sympathy for those who allowed their fortunes to be frittered away through what they were sure was their own carelessness or dissipation.
She was still sitting on the mattress crying, Hero's father trying to console her, when Hero put aside his own despair and exhaustion and went back out to see what he could scrounge up for their new home. In an empty lot next to a closed restaurant he found a bent two-burner kerosene stove that could be used for cooking and for heat, some beat up pots and pans, a urine-stained double mattress and the back seat of an old car from a family who must have removed it so they could fill up the car with their belongings when they left town.
The car seat became their davenport. Two stained and ripped easy chairs, which he found the next day, completed their living room set. For food, his father had just enough cash left to purchase several cases of pork and beans at a special low price. From that day forward, they ate pork and beans with rice, pork and beans with catsup, pork and beans with garlic, pork and beans with onions. Pork and beans every single day. At night Hero and his father killed rats with an old pistol his father grabbed at the last minute. Hero's father never mentioned why he had chosen to take that pistol above their more valuable possessions, and Hero, not wanting to know, didn't ask. His mother moved about in a ghost-like daze, not seeming to notice anything.
Hero surprised himself with his ingenuity and resilience. Every day, he went out hunting for anything to improve their lot. He picked up coal blown off the box cars at the train tracks to sell, scavenged food from dumpsters, combed the Emerson dump for scrap metal to sell to dealers and for newspapers to fill the cracks in their walls -- always with his ears open for news of a job or something that could be turned to his advantage. Surprisingly, he was not desperate, nor angry, nor even bitter: he was too busy thinking of some angle he could pursue to improve their situation.
The weight of their new life dragged on Hero and his earlier pride fought to reassert itself. Hero despised everything about their living situation, hated being cold all the time, hated living in such close quarters with his parents, hated the noise of the constant trucks that assaulted his ears day and night, hated the fact that the kerosene leaked out from the pump, making them all worry about fires and being asphyxiated in their sleep, loathed everything about their living situation. He intended to win in this life and he resented everything that resisted his efforts.
When he thought they couldn't sink any lower, the pork and beans ran out and there was no money to buy more. Hero stared at the emptied last can of pork and beans. Not even a trace of juice remained. Almost in a rage, he walked the four blocks to a building that looked like a grocery store with a big plate glass window. A long line of people stood in front of the building. Hero, feeling heavy and old before his time, took his place at the back of the line. As he waited, men, women, even children emerged from the building with cardboard boxes and bulging bags. When it was his turn, Hero gathered three cans of grapefruit juice, a bag of cornmeal, some rice, prunes and canned beans, then he left the building, his eyes downcast, careful not to look anybody in the eye. Accepting a government handout was a shameful thing. He had often heard his parents speak disparagingly of such people. But it was either pride or starvation -- an easy choice. Back at the warehouse, he put the food away in their makeshift cupboard. Neither parent seemed to notice or care.
In the days that followed, Hero was careful not to lose his swagger and did what he could to keep up appearances. He washed his white shirt in the bathroom sink and put his dress slacks on some newspapers beneath the mattress at night to keep their press. When he couldn't stand the close quarters another minute, he went to O'Dooles, a three-two beer joint nearby. It was there he picked up a pool cue for the first time, since he could play for free. He had no idea what he was doing and was amazed when he actually hit a ball and it went into the pocket. But he soon fell in love with the game and played it at every opportunity. When business was slow O'Doole showed him a few tips, like how to develop a good stance or how to change his finger position to get a good bridge. Sometimes O'Doole would stake him to a few games. When Hero won, they split his winnings.
One Tuesday night in the middle of a game of pool, Tom Sullivan mentioned the Pinkerton Detective Agency in Chicago was hiring, looking for men who were bigger and stronger than most.
Hero signed up first thing the following day and to his delight was hired. He didn't stop to wonder why they wanted big strong lunks; he only knew it was a chance to make some money. High school was a moment in the unimportant past; just as college was a meaningless word to him now.
It was the last day of March, 1936, and soot covered snow was piled high at every corner as Eva headed to downtown Emerson. The day was colder than usual but the sun was shining, a hopeful sign. To quell her anxiety, she concentrated on the spiel she planned to give to the bankers. And if she could convince some big deal banker to give her the money she needed to begin, then maybe she could convince women to buy her grandmother's beauty cream and then by osmosis somehow gain the confidence she needed to make her own way in the world and maybe even marry the best boy in town. She wasn’t sure of anything right now though, much less her ability to convince a banker to give her something as big as actual money. Even so she was determined to try. All they could do was say no. Right?
Eva still felt guilty about Pa's death, even though the coroner's report said he had a bad heart and that a heart attack was inevitable. Ma reassured Eva that it wasn't her fault, but that didn't help. What was even more disturbing was her feeling of relief that he was gone, that he wouldn't be able to tell her ever again that she was too dumb to ever succeed at anything and she would die without a dime. At the same time she missed him because he was her father and she loved him and she could also remember the times when she was a little girl and he saved the fruit in his lunch bucket to bring home to her because he knew how much she loved fruit. It was all so confusing and mixed up and painful, so painful that she tried not to think about it at all, except that thoughts of him kept popping into her head off and on every day and there wasn't a thing she could about it.
But right now, she had another huge problem to think about. It was up to her to care for her mother, who had never held a job and was too dazed lately to even try. In spite of the hopelessness of their situation, Eva continued to dream of becoming a successful businesswoman who made and sold her grandmother's skin care creams. Her excuse to Ma and to herself for starting up again was that there were no jobs, that this is what they had and that was all they had going for them, which was the honest truth.
With Ma's permission, she spent what little there was left of Pa's small life insurance policy after paying for his funeral, to buy the ingredients she needed to make five more jars of cream. Her plan was to use the baby jars of cream to convince bankers what a good product she had and why they should give her the money she needed to get started in business. Eva and Ma both gave up their morning cup of coffee. Pa had been a tea drinker and they still had some left, so they became tea drinkers. Ma didn't much care for tea but she didn't complain, for which Eva was thankful. Her high-school pal Josh had insisted that she draw up a business plan. He said she would need one if she wanted to convince a bank she was serious. Even though he was still in high school himself, Josh had a part-time job at a brokerage and read business books the way other people read mysteries. Beside being so smart, he was one of the best forwards Emerson High's basketball team ever had.
She was nervous about the whole idea of selling anything to strangers but she had promised herself and Josh, Gussie and Shu , who all thought it was a grand idea and sure to be a big moneymaker, that no matter how scared she felt, she would give it a try. It was Josh's idea to try the banks who were slowly beginning to lend money again.
She was dressed for the weather today in a grey felt cloche, worn black coat, wool gloves and her mother’s high heels, which were a half-size too small and pinched her feet. Over her shoulder hung Ma’s big old faded leather purse, filled with samples. She felt about her samples like a loving mother might feel about her children: pride, protectiveness, hopefulness and more than a little anxiety. Nestled next to the baby jars filled with cream was the precious business plan.
The day was cold and the sidewalks were even icier than usual as she hurried along. "Success comes to those who try," she said out loud several times to give herself courage. Napoleon Hill had said those very same words in a talk he gave on the radio about his study of millionaires and how achievement occurs. The line stuck in Eva’s brain and it had been playing in her mind ever since.
She chose to walk downtown today rather than to drive because she would need Pa’s car and the quarter tank of gas it contained when and if she received some money from the bank to buy her supplies. On her way, she passed an empty store front, one of several in a row of empty stores. Seeing her reflection in the window, she worried that she looked too ordinary and low class to convince anybody of anything. To fight her errant thoughts, she began to mumble the sales pitch she had written and rewritten so many times.
"How do you do. My name is Eva Doyle. I have in my possession a secret recipe for an amazing skin lubricating cream handed down to me by my grandmother, who had beautiful skin, even in old age." Eva mimicked taking the picture of her grandmother from her purse and handing it to the banker to look over.
"Isn’t her skin lovely? It is my intention to make and sell her amazing skin care cream door-to-door, so that other women might benefit from her expertise." She pantomimed handing the banker a sample jar. "For the missus." She smiled a practiced smile and it was then, according to her best fantasies, the banker would smile a grateful smile back at her. Next would come the closer. "In order to produce my grandmother’s miracle skin cream in quantity, I will need a loan of one hundred dollars." With a little flourish, she pretended to hand over her business plan then fantasized sitting calmly, her hands resting nicely in her lap, while the banker read her plan over and made his decision. In her best fantasy of all, the banker would look up with a big smile, say he could see for himself what huge possibilities her product had in today’s market place, and immediately write her a check. She would smile, thank him and reassure him he would never have a reason to regret his decision. They would then shake hands and she would leave, all smiles.
"How do you do, my name is Eva Doyle," she said, again, and was so preoccupied with getting her speech perfect that she didn’t see Josh approaching, and almost bumped into him.
"Hey, Eva," he said, stepping neatly to one side. "Today’s the big day, huh?"
"Yup. I’m hoping they’ll give me the money right away, so I can get started."
"They’d be fools to say no," Josh said.
"You think so? I’m so nervous, I’ll probably pee my pants before I get out a word."
"And if you do," he told her, laughing, "just dry yourself off and go on to the next bank. There are plenty of bankers who never even met you. Have a little faith, sweetheart." For emphasis, he waggled his eyebrows like Groucho Marx and tapped the end of a pretend cigar.
"Oh Lord, I hope you're right," Eva said weakly.
"You can do this," he said, serious now. "I know you can." He blushed bright red, for no reason that Eva could see.
"Thanks," she said and smiled. "I needed that."
"Hey, my timing always was impeccable," he joked. They both laughed.
#
Josh was already late for school, but nevertheless stopped to admire Eva as she hurried away. He had a look of such tenderness and longing in his eyes that, had she noticed, she would have been shocked to discover how deeply he cared for her. Mingled with that tenderness was also a kind of heat. Quiet he might have been, shy he certainly was, but there was no weakness in Josh Goldman. He, too, was determined to succeed. When he did, he intended to win her heart, but he had a flaw that could be fatal for a young man courting a young woman – too much patience. He honestly believed that he needed to build up his own worth before he could become worthy of her and make his intentions known.
#
Energized after seeing Josh, Eva hurried the rest of the way downtown and approached the first bank on her list, The First National Bank of Emerson, an imposing building with huge marble pillars. She took in several deep breaths to calm her fears, reminded herself again that success comes to those who try, and entered the bank, moving briskly across the marble floor to the reception desk, trying to act as if she belonged there, yet feeling terribly self-conscious in her mended coat and cheap high heels. She could talk to herself in a positive manner all day, but she looked poor because she was poor. Knowing this hurt and shamed her. Worst of all, she had spent the little bit of money they had left after paying for her father's funeral so if this didn't work, she and Ma would be in even bigger trouble than they already were. But she was here in the bank now and there was no going back. She steeled her shaky nerves and approached the woman at the reception desk.
"May I help you, Miss?" the woman asked.
Before Eva could speak, she was suddenly overcome by a wave of nausea. Instead of asking to see a banker, she turned away and hurried off to the ladies room. She barely made it to a stall in time before vomiting up her entire breakfast of weak tea and oatmeal. Crouched over the toilet with her eyes clenched shut, the stench of her own vomit in her nostrils, hopelessness overwhelmed her.
What were you thinking? she asked herself as she wiped her mouth with toilet paper. You don’t belong here. How could you possibly think you do? And after what you did to your father, you don't deserve anything, much less to succeed. A wave of shame and grief hit her then and she felt sick all over again. Go home, she told herself. Save yourself the humiliation. You’re more suited to being a hotel maid than asking a big deal banker for money.
"Success comes to those who try," she whispered to herself in the mirror as she stood at the sink and finished cleaning herself off, but the words sounded hollow and ridiculous.
As she stood there, the anxiety faded somewhat when she reminded herself that she had promised her friends what she would do today and no excuses either because for sure she would never get up the courage to do it tomorrow or ever again. This was it.
With that, she ran some water over her face, rearranged her face in what she hoped was a confident look and returned to the information desk before she lost the little nerve she had and became sick all over again.
"How can I help you this time?" the woman asked, obviously annoyed.
"I would like to speak to a banker," Eva said. It came out more like a squeak than anything else but it did come out.
"What is it that you wish to speak to a banker about?" the woman said, her voice changing to a more businesslike tone.
"I wish to apply for a business loan," Eva said. She felt her heart pounding in her ears and sweat dripping from her arm pits.
"It might be awhile before anyone can see you," the woman said, her voice softening somewhat.
"I’ll wait," Eva said, forcing herself to look the woman directly in the eye.
"If you insist," the woman said, sounding even more annoyed this time. "You can wait over there." She pointed to a row of wooden chairs in the middle of the lobby, then turned to answer a ringing telephone.
Eva sank down on one of the chairs, glad to have some time to sit down and compose herself, as her feet hurt and they were wet and icy cold from the walk downtown. She was soon joined by an elegant elderly couple, who looked as though they had not aged so much as simply grown dry. She realized how poor and pathetic she must look next to them. Suddenly she felt queasy again, but she didn’t want the woman at the information desk to think she’d fled, so she stayed put and thankfully the queasiness finally went away. After sitting there awhile, she began to notice things, like the patches on the elderly man’s trousers and the woman's shoes, which were worn down at the heels and that the customers in the bank weren’t as well dressed as she initially thought. She began to relax a little.
An hour came and went.
Had the receptionist forgotten? She probably hopes I’ll just give up and go away, Eva thought, but she refused to relinquish her place as the rest of the chairs began to fill up with waiting customers. She kept her bottom defiantly glued to the chair, determined to sit there forever if necessary. She was beginning to be sure the receptionist had every intention of never calling on her, when to her surprise, the receptionist stood up and headed her way.
"Mr. Jones will see you now," the receptionist said to Eva, and pointed to one of three identical glass offices along one wall, before clicking away in her high heels.
Eva, her heart racing, stood up. Feeling shaky and strangely light-headed, she walked over to the office indicated and sat down on one of two chairs in front of a pine desk, her hands held rigidly together in her lap. A man with droopy eyes, which made him look exhausted, appeared shortly afterwards. He reminded her of Doofus, a neighbor’s beagle, a thought which she immediately put out of her mind.
"What can I do for you?" He sounded impatient as he plopped himself down into the chair behind the desk.
"How do you do," Eva said, going into her spiel in a barely audible voice. "My name is Eva Doyle and…" Her panic flared and she forgot her entire speech. She started again and mumbled out the parts she could remember. Finished, she timidly handed over her business plan along with a jar of her skin lubricating cream.
"For your missus," she said, too nervous to look him in the eye.
He took both items like someone accepting dirty laundry, shoved the jar to one side on his desk without looking at it and began to skim her business plan. Eva sat on the edge of her chair, every nerve in her body tense. He began to smile as he read.
He liked it? He must! Please God. Let him like it. Please. Please.
But when he finally spoke, it was with a sneer in his voice.
"You gotta be funning me, lady," he said. "You want money for beauty creams at a time like this?"
"I'm not funning you," she said, biting her lip so as not to break down and cry. "I'm going to make a lot of money some day, and you'd be smart to invest in me at the beginning." The actual words came out sounding like the cry of a wounded animal.
"Don’t make me laugh," he said. His smile grew even more sarcastic as he rose from his chair and flicked his hand dismissively.
"I won't waste any more of your time," she said meekly, as she gathered up her business plan from the desk, tucked it away carefully, then stood. She moved away slowly, precisely, in the way a person does when they’re confused and have no idea which way to turn.
"Go home, lady," he said, noticing her confusion. "Find yourself a husband and have a couple of kids. Forget about trying to start a business. Let the men do that." In a last insult, he let his eyes slide over her body in a lascivious way.
She felt a sudden burst of rage. How dare he? She yanked the jar of cream from his desk and shoved it back in her bag. Let him keep his evil money and his greasy fingers off her precious bottle of skin cream. She gave him an evil look, then stormed out of the bank, not stopping to put on her coat until she was outside and felt the cold. She could almost hear the sneer in her father’s voice, asking, "Well what the hell did you expect?"
On the sidewalk, an emaciated black cat stopped to stare at her for a long moment, before running away. Obviously even the cat thought she was worthless. She thought about her father and thinking about him, she was sure he knew she would never succeed at anything and worse he was probably right. The urge to simply return home almost overwhelmed her but she had promised she would try and so she headed in the direction of another bank she knew of.
A short distance later, she passed Ozzie’s Café. The scent of the roasting chicken drenched her in its rich aroma. Ozzie’s was famous for its chicken, mashed potatoes and apple pie. How long had it been since they had eaten meat of any sort? The fierce hunger she felt for that chicken drained away her fear. Oatmeal, bread, weak tea, canned soup and boiled potatoes. That was all they ate anymore and she hated it. This wasn’t a game, it wasn’t a joke. If she were ever to succeed at anything, she had to do this.
One block further at Northeast Savings and Trust, she forced herself to hold her head high and stand up straight as she marched through the swinging doors. The bank was not quite as impressive as the previous bank, but she didn’t have to wait so long for the banker, an older man with a kind face. On his narrow wooden desk were pictures of his family. Seeing those pictures made her feel a little better, and this time her voice didn’t falter and sound so squeaky when she gave her spiel.
"Sounds like a good idea, but I can’t help you," he said, interrupting her half way through. "We’re barely holding on here ourselves. I’m so sorry."
After trying two more banks, where she wasn't even given a chance to talk to anyone, much less an actual banker, bankers hours were over. Pa was right. Thinking about him now, a wave of sadness, regret and something she couldn't explain swept over her making her feel even worse than she did already as she trudged the snowy sidewalks headed towards home.
The evening shadows slanted across the sidewalk, making it hard to see the slippery spots. Her feet hurt badly and were numb with cold. What she wanted more than anything was to take off her shoes, have a hot bath and forget everything. She was so lost in her misery she didn’t notice Josh, Gussie and Shu coming up behind her in a rush.
"Hey Eva," Shu shouted. "Wait up." Shu had been Eva’s friend since first grade. She was beautiful, with wide set green eyes and long, naturally curly dark hair. In Shu’s family, nothing was made of her beauty, which was as taken for granted as having brown eyes.
Eva felt so defeated that the last thing she wanted was to run into someone she knew, much less her closest friends, but unable to avoid them either, she sighed heavily and waited for them to catch up with her.
"How’d it go?" Josh chimed in. "Were they wowed?"
"Come on," Gussie demanded. "Tell us everything and don’t leave anything out."
"They weren’t wowed at all," Eva said, feeling a quiver of humiliation. "I couldn’t convince anybody to give me a dime. Either they didn’t have any money, they weren’t interested, or they couldn’t be bothered at all."
"At least you tried," Gussie said, patting her on the back.
"Don’t take it personally," Shu said, sympathetically. "The banks have gotten tight lately about giving up their precious greenbacks. It has nothing to do with you."
"I’d loan you the money myself," Josh said, "but I haven’t worked but one evening this whole week at the brokerage, and I need to give the money to my folks."
"One of the bankers liked my idea but they didn’t have any money to loan," Eva said with hollow enthusiasm. "Mostly I felt like I was wasting their time."
"Hey, I’ve got an idea," Shu blurted out. "We could throw a party. Everyone’s desperate to have a laugh these days. We could charge people a quarter to get in and ten cents for a glass of beer. We should be able to get at least two glasses from every bottle. People have rent parties all the time to help pay the rent, why not a party to help you get started in business?"
"I have two bucks saved from my last paycheck," Gussie piped up, joining the excitement. "That ought to buy a few bottles of beer to start." Gussie had a part-time job as a hired girl taking care of a railroad executive’s crippled wife.
"And when that money runs out," Josh said, running the numbers in his head as everyone knew he loved to do, "we can use the money we’ve collected to buy more beer. I’m eighteen, legal age as of last month. At the end of the night, we can pay Gussie back her money and the rest will all go to Eva’s new business."
"Do you really think this could work?" Eva asked, not sure at all but not wishing to discourage her friends, either.
"Sure," Shu said excitedly. "We could pop popcorn. My Ma grows the stuff in a patch in the back yard. We got more than we need from last year’s crop."
"Didn’t you say something about your folks going out of town?" Gussie asked, turning to Josh.
"Yes, but that doesn’t mean…" Josh started to object. His voice trailed off as he looked at Eva.
Everyone knew what Josh was thinking. His parents lived on Chandler Street in a three-story row house. The family owned several fine antiques that had been handed down over the generations. Lately, with Josh’s father’s hours cut in half at the brokerage where he worked, they'd been forced to sell some of their lesser pieces to get by, making the remaining pieces more precious than ever.
Eva didn't blame Josh for being hesitant. But there was barely enough money left for food after Ma paid the undertaker. At the rate they were going, there was a good possibility they would lose their apartment soon.
"Please, Josh?" Eva said.
Josh caved in immediately, as everyone except Eva knew he would.
They set the party for the following Saturday, and made plans to get together on Wednesday to make flyers and post them around town. With the possibility that this could work spinning around in her head and feeling gratitude for having such good friends, Eva went home, undressed, and took a hot bath. When she was warm once more, she and Ma ate the rest of the watery potato soup Ma had made the previous day. Eva was relieved that Ma didn't ask how her day went..
#
The day of the party loomed large and frightening. And it didn’t help that the sun refused to come out all day or that there was a foot of snow on the ground after snowing all night. To keep her mind busy, Eva cleaned the entire apartment, then spent the rest of the day worrying and waiting for Josh to call, giving the all-clear signal that his folks were gone and they could begin preparing for the party. The longer she waited, the more she was absolutely sure nobody would show up. The day was cold, too cold to go out, and besides nobody had any money and if they did, spending it on a party for someone they didn't know was frivolous. And what about Josh? He was taking an awful chance having the party at his parent’s house. They would be furious if they found out, and who could blame them? And how would they ever pay Gussie back if nobody came? As the afternoon stretched into early evening, Eva, dressed and ready to go hours early, paced the floor until Ma, who normally wouldn’t have noticed, grew exasperated.
"For heaven’s sake, sit down. I can’t hear a word they’re saying on the radio with all that clomping back and forth."
To appease her mother, Eva sat down and began to thumb through the Sears Catalogue, but she was too anxious to concentrate. When Josh finally called at five o'clock, she was so giddy with relief that she grabbed her coat and ran the whole way to his house.
Shu and Gussie must have been anxious too, because they were already there when she arrived. After a brief discussion as to who would do what, they all set to work. Shu busied herself popping popcorn, Gussie hung crepe paper, Eva swept and dusted, while Josh went out to buy beer. Eva continued to worry that nobody would show up, but kept it to herself. Her friends were doing something wonderful for her and she didn’t want to make them feel bad by sharing her fears.
"Gee, I hope Hero shows up," Shu said, after Josh returned with the beer and they all gathered in the kitchen to place it in a washtub Josh had filled with snow to keep it cold. "Just having him show up could make our party a big success."
"I wouldn’t count on it," Gussie said. "I ran into his dad the other day. I asked him how Hero was doing, since I hadn’t seen him around for awhile. He said that Hero joined Pinkerton Detectives in Chicago. He didn’t say what he would be doing, but knowing Hero I’ll bet it’s something exciting."
Chicago? Eva was stunned and strangely deflated. In one way, she was glad he wasn’t coming to the party. She didn’t want him to see her until she had succeeded. But Chicago?
"Wow, imagine that," Josh said, his voice heavy with sarcasm. "The great Hero Lyon having to work like the rest of us poor slobs." He clicked his teeth and shook his head. "Things must be tougher than I thought."
"I bet he looks real cute in his detective outfit," Shu said, ignoring Josh’s remark.
"Do they even wear a detective outfit?" Gussie wondered out loud. "I thought they worked undercover and wore the same clothes as everybody else."
Before Eva could add her two cents, Gussie switched the conversation to her favorite subject.
"You’d never know my boss was such a big deal," she gushed. "He acts just like everybody else. And oh, he's got this thick, wavy gray hair, and the bluest eyes you’ve ever seen. It's like they've got their own special light."
As Gussie rhapsodized, Eva's thoughts wandered to her own favorite subject, Hero Lyon. What if he decided to stay in Chicago forever? Would he ever return? Or see her become successful, if she ever did?
The friends continued to work and talk until eight o'clock sharp, when a knock sounded on the front door. Josh answered. Three burly young men wearing clean overalls, their hair slicked back and their scrubbed faces shiny with anticipation, appeared.
"Thank you for coming," Josh said, as he collected their entrance fee and ushered them inside.
"Hello there," Shu said with a welcoming, seductive smile as she placed a big bowl of popcorn on the coffee table in front of them. Her fashionable black slacks and fuzzy pink sweater showed off her every luscious curve.
Eva, relieved that somebody, anybody had showed up, hurried over to the Victrola and cranked the handle. The sounds of "It's Only a Paper Moon" soon filled the room as Josh poured them each a glass of beer, making sure to place coasters under each glass, and took their money.
Eva, Shu and Gussie sat on the antique fainting sofa opposite the boys and acted fascinated as they expounded on their favorite subject.
"For speed and power, the Ford has everybody skinned," said a boy whose face was covered with acne.
"Oh my gosh, do you really think so?" Shu said, her eyes open wide as though the boy had made a pronouncement of world import.
The boy beamed at the beautiful Shu, who beamed right back at him.
"My old man traded his 1931 Ford in on a 1930 President Eight Studebaker," one of the other boys said, his eyes on Shu. "It’s got a straight eight motor and a spare tire mounted on each front fender. Gets eight miles to the gallon."
"Gee," Eva said, playing along, "you must feel so rich driving a car like that."
"Yeah," the boy beamed proudly, "I do."
When three other party goers arrived, Eva felt a little better. At least they would be able to pay Gussie back the money they’d borrowed. Then a group of five young women appeared, and three boys behind them, and Eva began to feel even more hopeful. As more party-goers arrived, she tried to count them, but soon there were so many that she lost track. She went to see if she could help Shu, who was doing popcorn duty. But instead of being at the stove popping popcorn, Shu was standing in the corner of the dining room talking to Sam Stryker. Sam was tall, square-jawed and handsome in a rough hewn way. He was a star football player at Emerson High, much admired for his strength on and off the football field. The two of them huddled together, effectively shutting out anybody who might come close. Eva was annoyed at Shu but let it go and began to pop more popcorn herself.
As the party roared on, Josh moved around the crowded living room, removing several small porcelain items. He spotted a drunken boy purposely shoving a small bronze sculpture slowly towards the edge of an end table. Josh dashed over and grabbed it before it hit the floor.
"Hey, what’d you do that for?" the boy said. "I wanted to see if it would bounce."
"I wouldn't do that again, if I were you," Josh said, giving the boy a menacing stare before rushing the statue off to the kitchen where he stuck it at the back of a side cupboard out of sight before hurrying off to purchase more beer. He wasn’t so sure it was a good idea to buy more beer for a crowd growing more boisterous by the minute, but for Eva’s sake and the money they could make, he did it anyway.
When he returned, cigarette smoke filled the house like a fog. More than anything Josh wanted Eva to succeed, but things were getting a little out of hand. He felt a little better when a girl with a halo of frizzy bleached blond hair and wearing a low cut red dress sat down at the piano and began to play. A crowd quickly gathered around her.
"Tutti frutti, be a rooty-tooty, find yourself a cutie," they all began to sing in loud drunken voices.
With a moment to think, Josh returned to the kitchen to move the statue to an upstairs closet, where it would be safer. He opened the side cupboard and reached inside. It wasn’t there. Oh no. He was sure he had put it there. Hadn’t he? Anxious, he searched the entire cupboard then the rest of the kitchen, but it wasn’t there either. He searched the living room and dining room, wending his way through the noisy crowd. Did someone steal it? What happened? After looking for it on the first floor, he hurried upstairs to see if it had somehow made it up there. Peering into his folk’s bedroom, he saw a boy and girl rolling on top of his grandmother's hand-crocheted ecru pineapple bedspread. His grandmother had spent a whole year crocheting that bedspread for his parent’s wedding anniversary. How dare they? But before he could roust the rutting couple, the entire house shook like it had been slapped by something hard.
Josh raced downstairs in a panic to the dining room and discovered a circle of people yelling and screaming, and a fight going on. He pushed his way to the center where Tom, a tall, muscular boy from his high school stood over Jimmy, a somewhat shorter, thinner boy who was laid out on the parquet floor, blood gushing from his nose.
"Don't ever let me see you near my girl again," he snarled.
Josh shoved him aside and knelt down beside Jimmy, who opened his eyes.
" Hey are you alright?" he asked as Tom circled, shaking his fist and screaming insults. And to Tom, "You need to stop this nonsense now."
In response, Jimmy pushed Josh out of the way and rose unsteadily to his feet. Bright red blood gushed from his nose, down his shirt and onto the parquet floor
"You better stay down where you belong if you know what's good for you," Tom shouted.
Jimmy spit out some blood, put up his dukes and said, "Come on."
The crowd exploded in cheers and jeers.
Really angry now, Josh who was a foot taller and ten pounds heavier than either boy, shoved his way between them both, clamped his hands on their shirts and lifted both of them off the ground. "I understand you boys are irritated with each other," he said in a reasonable tone. "But you cannot fight in this house. Take it outside or else."
Turning sideways he walked the two boys out the door and set them, none too gently, on the front walk. They each staggered, and looked up at him, their eyes wide. Josh had never shown his temper before and it may have been shock more than anything that kept them from protesting.
The crowd, which included Shu's new boyfriend, poured out the door behind them to see the fun. Disgusted with them all, Josh returned to the house and went to the kitchen to pour the rest of the beer down the sink. The party was over, as far as he was concerned. He went to the dining room, to help Gussie, Shu and Eva clean up the mess from the fight. Outside the dining room window the boys continued their battle, the crowd gathered around, egging them on. Jimmy landed a blow to Tom's jaw, knocking him down, then Jimmy himself tripped and landed face down in the snow. Finally two burly friends of the boys picked them up like they were two sack of potatoes, threw them in the back of their jalopy, and they all drove away.
"Whew, what a relief," Gussie said, as she watched them from the dining room window. She grabbed a mop and began to wipe up the blood on the parquet floor in the dining room. The rest of the freezing partygoers returned to the house, but didn't stay long when they discovered the beer was gone.
By midnight, everyone was gone, including the couple from the bedroom and Shu's boyfriend, Sam. Josh shut the door on the last revelers and the four friends gathered in the kitchen to talk. Gussie opened the silverware drawer where the cash box was hidden. She let out a shriek.
"The money's gone," she cried, pawing through the drawer. Tears streamed down her broad face. "Someone stole our money. I put it right here."
Eva felt sick and tried not to show it as she went to the broom closet and got a broom and some rags to clean up the kitchen.
"Not yet," Josh said with a smile as he took the broom and rags away from her.
"What are you smiling about?" Gussie asked, crabbily.
"I don’t see anything to smile about, either," Shu said sourly.
Eva was too crushed to speak.
"You'll see," Josh said and opened the door to the basement.
A confused Eva, Gussie and Shu followed him downstairs to the furnace room. Josh circled around the furnace, disappearing from view. When he reappeared, he had the lock box in his hand.
"For you, Madame," he said, handing the box to Eva with a victorious smile.
Eva, so weak in the knees she felt faint, took it from him and shakily climbed the steps back to the kitchen. She sat down at the kitchen table and in spite of her trembling hands she managed to open the box, which was filled to the brim with dollar bills and change. She stared at the pile. Tears of relief, hope, and gratitude sprang to her eyes.
"Don’t cry," Josh said tenderly patting her arm. "You’re gonna be so rich someday, kiddo, and this is your start."
The ever-practical Gussie reached into her pocket and handed Eva a handkerchief, then wiped her own eyes with her sleeve. Eva tried to count the pennies, nickels, dimes, quarters and dollar bills, but gave it up because she was too confused to think straight. So Josh counted the money for her.
"Twenty-seven big ones," he said when he finished, "minus the money we owe Gussie, so twenty-five bucks even. It isn’t the hundred bucks you were asking the bank for, but it’s enough to get you started."
"Yes, it is," Eva said happily, dabbing at her face with the now-soggy handkerchief. "Oh, I owe you all so much. If I ever become successful it’ll be because you gave me my start. I’ll never, ever forget what you did."
"Neither will we," Shu said, her eyes also moist. Josh looked away so they wouldn’t see the tears in his own eyes.
"You’re going to be a huge success," Shu said. "I just know it."
"Gee, I hope you don’t get so big you forget who your friends are," Gussie said.
"As if I ever could," Eva said, smiling through her tears.
That broke the tension and they all giggled at how miraculous life could be, as they set to work cleaning up the house. Josh opened up all the doors and windows to air the house out, even though it was freezing outside, and didn’t shut them again until they were all shivering with cold.
#
With everyone gone and the house back to normal, Josh was thinking that if his folks found out about the party from the neighbors, he could at least show them that the house was not hurt, but what about the bronze statue? His mother loved that statue and was sure to notice immediately that it was gone. Anxious, he searched the house twice over, but found nothing. He was about to give up, sure it was gone forever and wondering how he could ever face his parents, when he decided to look in the cupboard one more time. To his great surprise, there it stood, in the very same spot he had placed it during the party. He would never find out why the statue disappeared and then so strangely reappeared, though he would always wonder.
Sunday morning, Eva arose right as the sun was coming up, anxious and ready to begin. She had spent most of the night wide awake, her thoughts reeling back and forth from terrible fear that this would never work and they would end up homeless to sheer, crazy excitement that it might work so well it could make her rich.
She sat at the kitchen table still in her nightgown and began immediately to make a list of the supplies she would need. She felt a deep gratitude for Shu, Gussie and Josh and what they had done to help her and was determined to prove to them that it was worth their trouble. After she’d been working for a few minutes, Ma appeared in her nightgown, poured herself some cold tea made the day before and sat down opposite her.
"We cleared twenty-five bucks from the party," Eva said. "Can you believe it?"
For the briefest second, Ma’s gaze went slightly out of focus, then she seemed to catch herself.
"That’s nice dear." She smiled an absent smile and took a sip of her tea.
"But I’m worried Ma," Eva said. "We’re still behind in the rent."
"Mrs. Stapleton is a nice lady," Ma said. "I'm sure she'll wait a little longer."
"We can’t be sure of that, Ma. Four apartments are vacant. She needs money, too."
Ma reached over and patted Eva’s hand. "There, there dear. Don’t worry so much. Everything’s going to be just fine. Your father will take care of us."
Eva was confused. "Pa?" She was going to say, Pa died, but Ma knew that. "Oh, you mean Pa will help us from heaven?"
"He’s always been a hard worker," Ma said.
Eva hoped Ma was right about Pa. She also hoped he had forgiven her by now, but was sure that was about as possible as her forgiving herself. Just the mention of his name brought that horrible day back in vivid, awful detail always accompanied by a wave of sadness and guilt.
"Maybe if I sell enough jars, we can buy something to eat besides oatmeal," Eva said, to change the subject. "Course, I’ll have to use some of the money I make to buy more supplies. But if I make enough, maybe I could even pay a few dollars on the rent." As she spoke, the desperation and insanity of their situation hit her. "How can I talk about shorting our landlady? Am I a fool? I mean, we’ll pay her back. Our family has always paid their debts. But we’ve got to give this a chance, Ma. We’ve got to gamble, right?"
"I guess so," Ma said, although she didn’t look quite so sure as she stood up, went over to the radio and plopped down on Pa's old easy chair in front of the radio.
"We’ll be fine, Ma," Eva said, going over to the radio and switching it on for her. "I’ll make sure of that. Don’t you worry about a thing." The tubes glowed inside the radio and a soft squeal emerged as the radio heated up. Soon the sounds of yet another soap opera echoed throughout the apartment.
#
Monday morning, Eva set off in Pa’s car to purchase her ingredients. Her mood continued to waver between wild optimism and terrible anxiety. She noticed that despite so many businesses being closed and so many people out of work, the streets of Emerson were alive with cars and people. Maybe in spite of all the negative reports, the economy in Emerson was looking up after all. She stopped at Kneeland Bottle and parked in their lot. Inside, shelves were bare in some places and only half-filled in others. She managed to find a case of small jars and was given a ten percent professional discount when she explained to the cashier that she was going into business and would doubtless be back for more. At the drug store, she purchased lanolin. At the stationery store, she bought labels, paints, black ink and a decent pen with a nice sharp tip. On her way back to the car, she spotted Emily’s Sweet Shoppe. Feeling a wave of confidence at the success of her new venture, she spent the change she had left on a bag of caramels for Ma.
Back at home, Ma was in the exact same spot she had been when Eva left, the radio still blatting away.
"I got you something, Ma," Eva said, handing the bag of caramels over to her mother.
Ma took the bag and looked inside, her eyes wide. "Oh, my gosh. caramels." She took one, tore off the waxed paper and popped it into her mouth. "Yum, oh boy, oh that’s so good." She handed the bag back to Eva. "Here, you have one, too."
Eva popped it into her mouth and took a long moment to savor the creamy, buttery, sweet taste. "You keep the rest, Ma," she said. "I’m going to get right to work so I can make enough money to buy us another bag."
"You do that," Ma said, smiling as she popped another caramel into her mouth and returned to her radio program.
Eva, excited to begin, busied herself unpacking her bags then set to work. As she ran water into Ma’s big soup kettle to sterilize the jars, she chose to ignore the frightened voice in her head that kept saying she was wasting her time and this would never work and instead reminded herself she wouldn't know for sure if it worked or not unless she gave it a try. Sometimes it helped.
When she finished sterilizing the jars and set them out on a clean towel to dry, she realized with a start that it was already past their normal lunch time. Ma hadn’t said anything, but ever since Pa died, she seemed to be more forgetful than usual. Eva quickly heated a can of chicken noodle soup, poured it into a bowl and brought it to her mother on a tray. Ma didn’t even look up, but ate the steaming soup like someone stoking a furnace. Eva ate her soup at the kitchen table between pasting labels on the newly sterilized jars.
When she finished with that task and cleaning up the kitchen, she made up a batch of skin lubricating cream and after that a batch of hand cream, figuring she’d need at least two products to offer. When she finished, she took a long moment to admire her handiwork, then filled the jars and screwed on the caps, leaving them stacked up on the kitchen sink. After a quick supper of oatmeal and tea, she went to bed and fell immediately asleep, only to be awakened an hour later by a nightmare of Pa sitting up in his casket, an angry, accusatory look on his face. But because she was so exhausted from her long day, she soon fell back asleep and this time slept without dreaming.
The next morning, after a quick breakfast, she bathed quickly, dressed in her best outfit, a navy blue skirt and white blouse, fixed her hair in a French twist, creamed her face and hands with her own cream twice, then slipped on her coat, said a quick goodbye to Ma and left.
Her stomach was clenched tight with fear at the idea of knocking on a complete stranger’s door, but if she could get up the nerve to do it once, hopefully the next time would be easier. At least she hoped that was true. Right now she wasn’t sure of anything except she had to give this a try. She worried that so many people were going door-to-door these days, selling everything from homemade cleaning products to old rags, what chance did she have to sell something no one really needed but then reminded herself sharply that President Roosevelt said there was nothing to fear but fear itself. Easy for him to say, he was rich and powerful. But nothing could be scarier than the bankers and she had survived them. And if she failed, well at least Hero wasn’t around to see her make a fool of herself, and she could tell her friends she had tried.
A brisk wind pushed at her back as she hurried past a church, which had been converted into a soup kitchen. Lined up outside were men, women, and children who clung to their mother’s skirts, and old people, all shivering with the cold as they waited for someone to unlock the front door and begin serving bread and hot coffee. Seeing them, Evaleen felt a shiver of panic at the fate that awaited her and her mother if she didn’t succeed today.
At the corner of Holmes and Columbus, she paused before the first house, took a shaky breath, then slowly, feeling like a condemned woman, climbed the front steps. On the front door hung a wreath filled with pink silk tulips. Maybe the kind of woman who would put tulips on her door on such a cold day would listen to her spiel out of pity. With that tiny ray of hope, Eva timidly knocked on the front door. A thin, harried looking woman appeared, carrying a baby with dripping wet diapers.
Eva took a quick breath, cleared her throat and began. "Ma’am, I wonder if you'd care to try a sample of my grandmother’s famous Fresh-as-a Daisy skin lubricating cream." Her voice was soft and quivery with fear.
The woman took one look at Eva and slammed the door in her face.
So much for tulips being a hopeful sign, Eva thought as she trudged back down the steps. To buoy herself up to do it again, she reminded herself that the woman didn’t know her, had never met her before, and that it wasn’t personal. But it didn’t help. By the fifth house when she saw someone appear at the window but refuse to come to the door, she wanted to quit so badly, it was like an ache. As she walked to the next house, Eva made a deal with herself that she could quit only after she knocked on twenty doors. At the seventh house, a woman with gray hair up in pin curls opened the door a crack. She had an angry and suspicious look on her pale face.
"Ma’am, I'm the United States representative for Fresh-as-a-Daisy lubricating skin cream," Eva said, speaking quickly, "and I would just love to give you a free sample…"
"Go away. I don’t want any," the woman said sharply, and slammed the door.
Well, there it was. Someone else slamming the door in her face. But it did not kill her, although death might have been a relief right now as she still had to do it again before she could quit for the day. Bracing herself for the next rejection, she continued on to the next house, positive if she stopped, she would never have the nerve to start again. But if they didn’t slam the door in her face or not answer the door at all, they said they were broke or not interested. After the tenth house, a kind of perverse, crazy feeling took over. It was as though she became someone else, someone numb, someone who, no matter what happened to her or how awful people were, would continue to bounce back like one of those balloons that shot back up every time you knocked it down.
At the fifteenth house, the woman didn’t slam the door in her face but said she couldn’t afford to buy anything right now. At number eighteen, a blowsy-looking bleached blond reeking from a mixture of smoke, perfume, sweat and alcohol answered the door.
"Ma’am, I’m the U.S. representative for Fresh-as-a-Daisy Lubricating Cream," Evaleen said, trying to sound a lot more enthusiastic than she felt, "and I was wondering if I could give you a free demonstration to show you what an amazing difference my lubricating skin cream can make…."
"Have you looked at yourself in the mirror, lady?" the woman interrupted in a husky voice, filled with contempt. "If it ain't working for you, honey, what in hell makes you think it’ll work for me?" Before Eva could protest, the woman slammed the door.
For one long moment, Eva stood at the door unable to breathe. She felt like someone had slugged her in the stomach. It was now obvious to her that she could never succeed at anything, much less convince someone to buy a beauty product. Pa was right. To make matters worse, the wind suddenly came up and it began to snow, a flurry of huge, fluffy drops. Eva gave up then breaking her promise to herself and headed for home.
"You look like a drowned rat," Ma said, when Eva walked in the door. "I heard from Alma upstairs that they’re hiring at Gimbel’s. Ten dollars a week. We might even be able to afford a little coffee if you made that kind of money."
"I heard that too," Eva said, slipping off her coat and hanging it up, "two months ago."
After taking a long hot bath for comfort and to warm up, Eva dressed in her flannel pajamas and joined Ma in the living room. She was surprised to see tears in Ma’s eyes. Was Ma worried about her? Did she sense what a horrible day it had been?
"You okay, Ma?" she said.
"Josanna Thriepleton died in a terrible automobile accident," Ma said and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. Eva’s throat tightened, before she realized that Ma’s tears were for a soap opera character.
But Ma was depending on Eva. If they were turned out of their home, Ma would become even more dazed than she already was. At least she had a roof over her head, oatmeal and canned soup for now if nothing else and her soap operas. On the street, there would be no respite for either of them.
Success comes to those who try, Eva repeated to herself again as she placed the jars of cream in the ice box, but the words sounded hollow. They were mere words and meant nothing. Worse, she would have to admit to her friends that they had wasted their time and that Josh had jeopardized his family’s home for nothing? In despair, she went to the full length pier glass at the end of the narrow hallway, turned on the hall light and studied her image closely, to see if she could find out what was so awful about her appearance that the blond woman felt she could say such horrible things to her.
Her mouth was almost as pale as her plain freckled face. Her red hair, combed so carefully into a French twist, was now falling apart in strings and looked like a damp, greasy, mess. And nothing could hide the fact that she had thick legs, no hips and a flat chest. The woman was right. No wonder Hero Lyon never noticed her. Why would anybody?
Tomorrow she would go to the unemployment office and see if anyone was hiring someone with no experience at anything. Maybe she could get a job as a cleaning woman, although she was pretty sure she wouldn’t be any good at that either.
She returned to the living room and looked out the window. Snow mixed with ice beat against the windows. It sounded like someone throwing seeds. To distract herself from her misery, Eva sat down across from Ma and listlessly picked up an old movie magazine she’d gotten from Shu and began to look for something to read that would take her mind off her own troubles. She stopped at a page with photographs of Joan Crawford and her adopted children. In one of the photographs Joan Crawford was wearing a starched white apron and a red and white checked dress, her children lovingly gathered around her.
In her misery, she saw that Joan Crawford wasn't a beauty either, with her thick dark eyebrows and long nose. But she sure looks like she thinks an awful lot of herself, Eva thought. Eva studied the pictures for a few minutes more, then turned the page to a story featuring Katharine Hepburn.
"Slim and Chic and Oh So Highbrow," said the caption under her picture. The rest of the article was not so kind. "People have difficulty understanding her, as she elongates every vowel," the article stated. "She never looks you in the eye either, but always around you."
She was good looking enough, Eva decided, but kind of bony and gaunt. Neither Joan Crawford nor Katherine Hepburn were what you’d call raving beauties. It must be something else. Eva studied the photos of both women. It certainly wasn’t their looks that made them so special, but maybe it was their makeup, the way they dressed, the confident way they held themselves that made all the difference.
Seeing the two movies stars, Eva wondered if she could maybe fake it, too. Her mother used to buy cosmetics when there was little money for anything else. Eva never knew why, since Ma rarely used anything other than a dab of lipstick and a little rouge now and then, and only when it was something special like a wedding. As a little girl, Eva had loved to play with her mother’s makeup, until Pa said she looked like a tramp and made her stop. But Ma continued to purchase cosmetics until Pa lost his job. It was to her mother’s stash in the bathroom that Eva now turned.
To guide her, Eva ripped out the pictures of Joan Crawford and Kate Hepburn and propped them up on the back of the toilet tank. She studied their eyes, then tried to copy their makup by drawing a line along the upper and lower lashes of her own eyes with Ma’s eyebrow pencil. But instead of looking like Kate Hepburn or Joan Crawford, she looked like a raccoon, or someone in a horror movie.
Discouraged but undaunted, she washed it off and began again, using a lighter touch then plucked her eyebrows with Ma’s old tweezers, wincing with pain as she did so, until they had a decent shape, before darkening them carefully with Ma's eyebrow pencil. Next, she dipped her fingers into Ma’s rouge which had become dry, mixed it with a little of her grandmother’s lubricating cream to moisten, and rubbed a little into the apples of both cheeks for a nice rosy glow. She finished by putting a little of the same cream on her lips, then painted them with Ma’s bright red lipstick. For the finishing touch, she brushed her red, shoulder-length hair down and loose, and added a bit of her father’s old Vaseline Hair Tonic to give it a shine and keep it from blowing every which way. Not quite sure if she had pulled it off, she went out to show Ma.
"What do you think, Ma? Do I look like a movie star?"
Ma looked up from her radio program. A serious expression crossed her pale face, as though she had spent her life making such judgments.
"Well, you don't look nothin' like one, but you don't look half bad either. Might help if you wasn't so round-shouldered. You always look like you’re carrying the weight of the world on those shoulders of yours."
Energized by her mother's comment, Eva fetched her mother’s big health book from the cedar chest, placed it on her head and walked slowly towards Ma, her stomach sucked in and shoulders held back.
"Is this better?"
Ma gave her an appraising look. "Maybe if you held your chin up."
Eva walked slowly back and forth, trying to stand straight, chin up, pretending to be someone important. Ma stretched out her swollen, blue veined legs on the ottoman in front of her chair and watched. Suddenly Eva wobbled, and the big book fell to the ground.
"I can’t do it," she said. Her misery felt like a dead weight inside. "People will think I’m a phony, like I’m trying to put one over on them."
The light faded from her mother’s eyes. "I can't help you there," Ma said, snapping off the radio. "Anyway, it’s late. Think I’ll go to bed."
In her bedroom, Eva sat on the edge of her bed and stared at herself in the mirror on her dresser for a long time. She could paint herself up and pretend to be somebody else, but the truth was the truth. Worse, she wasn’t even smart enough to know what Josh was talking about half the time. And for sure Hero Lyon would never notice her, even if he ever did come back to Emerson. And as always when she felt bad about herself, she thought about her father and what he would say if he knew what she was up to.
Still feeling depressed and discouraged the next morning, Eva paged listlessly through the movie magazine again desperate to think about something, anything else while having her breakfast of weak tea and oatmeal. Glancing at the photographs of Katharine Hepburn and Joan Crawford again, she happened to notice that Joan Crawford wore a fashionable V-necked cream silk blouse with a necklace made of coins, and Katharine Hepburn wore wide-legged black pants and a white blouse with wide shoulders along with a colorful scarf around her neck. Both looked understated and expensive.
Seeing them anew suddenly gave Eva an idea. There was no way she would ever be able to afford clothes like that, nor did she have anything that even slightly resembled their outfits, but she remembering seeing Shu in a pair of black wide-legged slacks at school. Shu’s mother was a wonderful seamstress and made most of Shu’s clothes, including her slacks. Would Shu loan them to her? She hated to ask, especially after everything that her friend had already done for her, but this was important. Before she lost her nerve, Eva picked up the phone and gave the operator Shu's number. Luckily, Shu answered on the first ring.
"Shu, it’s Eva," she blurted out brightly, a little too brightly. "I need a huge favor."
"Just ask," Shu said, cheerfully.
"Can I borrow your black slacks?" Eva said quickly before she lost her nerve.
"My slacks?" Shu sounded surprised.
"You know, the ones with the wide legs," Eva said, and held her breath.
"Oh, those." Shu's voice turned thoughtful. "Sure, but I'm taller than you and a little bigger in the hips. I don't know if they’ll fit you. What do you want them for?"
"To wear when I go door-to-door. I need some extra oomph."
Shu laughed. "You got plenty of oomph on your own, Toots, but if you think they’ll help, I’ll bring them over on my way to school."
Eva hung up the phone and breathed a huge sigh of relief. Asking someone for something went against her nature. At the same time, she was proud of herself for having the nerve to ask at all, especially wonderful since it worked and Shu said yes.
True to her word, Shu arrived an hour later, with the slacks slung over one arm.
"I’d love to chat," she said, thrusting the pants at Eva, "but Sam’s waiting for me and he hates like hell to wait."
In turn, Eva handed Shu a jar of her skin lubricating cream to thank her. Shu stuck the jar in her book bag then fled down the steps before anything else was said. As Eva went to her room to try on the slacks, she thought about Shu and wished she would have stayed a bit longer, because she almost never saw her anymore and she missed her. Ever since Shu hooked up with Sam, she didn’t seem to have time for anything or anyone.
Trying on the slacks, she was immediately discouraged. They were too long, too big in the hips and too small at the waist. She sat on the edge of her bed and despaired. She needed those slacks to give her the look she wanted but she was no seamstress and even if she were, she couldn’t alter them without ruining them. Her determination faltered until, looking over the slacks, it occurred to her she could maybe sew a temporary hem in the cuff to shorten them and tie a string between the button and the button hole to make the waist bigger like she’d heard pregnant women did, and wear her long green sweater to cover the opening and the fact that they were too big in the hips. Her simple white cotton blouse could be worn under the sweater and she could maybe tie Ma’s yellow and green scarf around her neck the way Katherine Hepburn did, for a little additional panache. As for her shoes, she would rub a new coat of black ink over the scuffed heels, and hope they didn’t get wet.
It was probably ridiculous to think an outfit could change who she was. Pa would have made fun of her for even daring to think so. An almost primitive sense of defeat at the thought swept over and then, strangely a hurt kind of anger. Just because Pa was a failure, did that mean she had to be a failure, too? And then guilt. She was so busy with her friends and trying to get Hero to notice her that she wasn't aware how worried and anxious her father had become. She should have tried harder to get a job. Maybe if she would have succeeded, Pa would still be alive. She made a silent vow to her dead father that she would take care of her mother no matter what for his sake and to do that, she had to make some money. And to make money, she needed to stand out somehow. She remembered reading in that same magazine a short article about movie star’s original names. Lana Turner’s real name was Julia Jean Mildred Frances Turner, and Bette Davis’s real name was Ruth Elizabeth Davis, both unimposing names, even on the plain side. But as Lana and Bette they were both perceived as glamorous. Obviously a person’s name could make a big difference, too.
Just for fun, she tried out several versions of her own name. Eve, Evan, Elva, Evangeline, Evelyn, Evaleen. She stopped at Evaleen. She’d never known anyone named Evaleen. Evaleen was unusual enough that people could remember it easily. And the fact that it happened to rhyme with Queen was a good sign too.
"Hello, my name is Evaleen," she said, trying it out. As she spoke, something deep resonated within her, and gave her goose bumps. She could be Evaleen, elegant, confident, Evaleen -- a successful businesswoman. Maybe Eva Doyle couldn’t succeed, but Evaleen could. Evaleen would be braver, more self-confident, more queen-like than Eva Doyle could ever hope to be. Clothes, makeup, changing their name -- it worked for movie stars, why not for ordinary people like herself? She laughed out loud at such a completely outlandish, impossible and outrageously exciting thought.
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"Hello, my name is Evaleen and I have developed a beauty product that I think you might be interested in," she practiced saying out loud as she drove to her first house that same afternoon. She had done her makeup carefully and wore Shu’s made-over slacks and a white blouse and over it all her old coat with new buttons from another old coat she'd outgrown. "And I am a queen." She added the last part to herself. The queen part would be her little secret, otherwise people would think she was insane for sure, but she liked the sound of it and it made her feel happy and proud.
She parked on Summit Hill, one of the nicer parts of Emerson. Telling herself she was now Evaleen, proud, queen-like Evaleen, she walked briskly to the three-story colonial on the corner, took a deep breath, climbed the steps, then knocked boldly on the front door. Dried flowers in a basket were attached to the front door, giving the house a warm, welcoming look in spite of the cold weather. A girl who looked barely out of high school appeared at the door soon afterwards.
"May I speak to the lady of the house?" Evaleen said sounding more confident than she felt.
"I am the lady of the house," the woman said, "although my mother in law would probably disagree." She cocked one eyebrow in mock despair.
Eva laughed. "May I please come in?" she asked, not bothering with her prepared speech. "My name is Evaleen. I've got something that I think will give your skin a nice, dewy look. I would like to give you a free demonstration to prove it to you. Are you interested?"
The woman's hands flew self-consciously up to her face. "Sure, why not?"
Evaleen, elated, followed the young woman inside. Soon they were sitting at the kitchen table. With the woman’s permission, Evaleen rubbed cream into her face, exclaiming over what a big difference it made. "Only once in the morning and once at night does wonders," she said, as she held up a hand mirror to show the woman how much fresher and brighter her skin looked.
"You know what?" the woman said, turning this way and that to admire her glowing face. "I do look better. I’ll take a jar. And a jar of your hand cream, too. My husband will probably kill me for spending our grocery money, but I don’t care. I love the way my skin feels and so will he." She laughed a wicked laugh, and winked.
Back out on the street, the sun chose that moment to shine down on her like a blessing. Maybe Eva couldn’t do it, but Evaleen obviously could. So it was Evaleen who hurried to the next house, a white two-story colonial with a turret. But before Eva could get a word out, the woman slammed the door in her face.
Eva reminded herself that the woman didn’t know her, had never met her, so it wasn’t about her or what she had to sell. And besides Evaleen was a lot tougher than Eva and rejection didn't bother her nearly as much, nor did she take it as personally since she wasn't her real self after all. Women continued to slam the door in her face, but at the fifth house, a young woman let her in and bought a jar of skin lubricating cream. At the eleventh house, the woman bought two jars of hand cream, one for herself and one for her married daughter as a birthday present.
Although a lot of people were too broke to buy anything, obviously there were still some women who had money to spend. Her new goal was to find them. The only way to do that was to keep knocking on one door after another.
By the end of the day, her back and shoulders ached from carrying her heavy bag and standing so straight, but she barely noticed. Her dream was working. As brave, strong, confident Evaleen, she could do this.
That night, at home, she proudly poured the money she had collected onto the kitchen table. The coins clinked and clanked on the wooden table top, making a satisfying sound. Drawn by the noise, Ma left the radio and joined her at the table, an amazed, happy look on her pale face as Eva began to count the money.
"Fifteen dollars," Eva said, when she finished. "That’s what I sold today, Ma. Can you believe it?"
"Why, you’ve got enough there to buy a little coffee," Ma noted, her face lighting up with joy. "It seems like forever since I had a good cup of coffee."
"I made enough money today to buy us something to eat that doesn’t come from a can or box," Eva said excitedly and maybe even pay a little on the rent. By the way, Ma, call me Evaleen. That’s my name now."
"Evaleen? I'm not sure I like that. Your father and I gave you the name Eva Marie after your father’s aunt. It’s a perfectly nice name."
"Ma, you were never that crazy about her. Besides, I needed a new name, one that suits the beauty business better than just plain Eva. I have to get used to the idea of being Evaleen and so do you."
Her mother looked at her silently for the longest time before she said, "To me, you will always be Eva, but if you think it will help your sales, I guess it’s okay."
Eva felt a shot of relief. "The name made a real difference today in my sales, and I intend to keep it permanently. Besides, I like it. Now I’m going to call my friends and tell them how I did today so they’ll know their faith in me was justified, and then I’m going to run down to Kroger’s and buy us something else to eat for a change and while I’m there, I’ll buy us a little coffee, too."
"Oh, boy," Ma said. Her eyes lit up. "That would be something."
Seeing her mother’s happiness, Eva’s joy expanded until it could have filled the whole world. Bursting with her good news, Eva picked up the phone and called Shu. Her mother answered the phone.
"She’s out with Sam. She’s always with him lately. I don’t know what to think."
Eva didn’t know what to think, either. There’d been rumors around school about Sam. They said he had beat up a girl, once. She tried telling Shu what she heard, but Shu had laughed as though Eva told a good joke, and changed the subject. Eva let it go, figuring it was just a rumor and there was nothing to it. Now she wondered again.
Eva called Gussie next.
"Congratulations," Gussie crowed. "You did it. I’m so proud of you."
"I was so scared, Gussie," Eva bubbled.
"But it didn’t stop you," Gussie said. "I would have given up the moment the first time anybody said no."
"No, you wouldn’t. Not if you needed to do it bad enough. Now if I can just get up the nerve to do it again tomorrow, and the day after that."
"Oh, you will," Gussie said. "I know you."
"By the way, call me Evaleen from now on."
"Evaleen? Why would you change your name?"
"Because I made more money when I began to think and act like an Evaleen than I ever possibly could as plain old Eva."
"Wow," Gussie said. "Change your name, change your life. I never thought of that. Maybe I could come up with a new name too. Hmmmm, I’ll have to think about that. Evaleen, huh? Okay, Evaleen, if you say so."
Gussie changed the subject to talk about her new boss, how amazing, how kind, how handsome, how smart, on and on.
When they finally hung up the phone, Eva immediately dialed the operator and gave Josh's number. As always, she was a little uncomfortable calling him, because girls weren’t supposed to ever call boys, but today was special. To her relief, Josh himself picked up the phone.
"Of course you were successful," he said, when she told him.
"Too bad you don’t use beauty creams," Eva said. "You would be such a pushover."
"You’re right. I always was a sucker for a good-looking woman."
Eva went on to tell him about her name change and to begin referring to her as Evaleen.
"Eva’s a beautiful name," he protested. "Why change it?"
"Because when I acted like an Evaleen, sales picked up."
"Okay," he said, caving in immediately, as he always did where she was concerned. "If you say so. It’ll take me awhile to get used to it, but I’ll adjust."
"Thanks Josh," she said. "I knew I could count on you."
The two friends said goodbye and she hung up the phone. Josh always made her feel good. Too bad he wasn’t as exciting as Hero. As she drove to Krogers, she went over everything that happened that day, and lingered lovingly on her successes. Back at home, they both savored the hamburgers and the real coffee Ma made from Eva's purchases.
Eva ended the day by writing a list of everything she had to do tomorrow, something she would do every working day for the rest of her life. Shu never did call back.
One year later, in June, Hero returned home on the train just about the time that Joe Louis became heavyweight champion of the world and Amelia Earhart was gearing up for her round-the-world flight. Hero loved the wild, open, anything-goes attitude of Chicago, and might have stayed forever except for his employer’s discovery of his little scheme of loaning money two-for-one to his fellow employees who were always running short of money right before payday. It worked nicely until someone ratted him out to the boss, who fired him on the spot and threatened jail time.
Hero took it as a sign to return home.
Although unemployment was still high all over the country, things were also beginning to look up a little and there was a good possibility that he could get a union job making five dollars a day driving a truck, although the idea didn’t appeal to him much. Hero felt he was above that sort of thing and that something better awaited him, although he had no idea what that could be.
Back in Emerson, he hailed a cab at the train station and had the cabbie take him to the warehouse where his parents still lived. As he stepped out of the cab, he noticed the look of pity on the cabbie’s face and it stung. To show the man how wrong he was, Hero added a huge tip to the bill, then with a swagger headed for the warehouse. As he did so, he saw a squirrel hanging upside down like a trapeze artist in the scraggly maple tree in the trash-filled empty lot next door. He lit up a cigarette, took a couple of deep puffs and watched the squirrel’s antics for a bit, then feeling somewhat better, put the cigarette out, placed his Derby at the proper jaunty angle, opened the front door and stepped inside. The dank, oily smell hit his nostrils and made him wince. God, what a dump, he thought. He’d been sending his parents a money order every month, couldn’t they have at least cleaned up the place? Through a crack in the door he saw a dim light. The only other light filtered through the lone dirt-crusted window.
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