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Hilary is on the line. 600 miles away, her voice sounds small and tired."Dad just called. He said he’s taken a bunch of pills and he drank a lot of wine."
"Lovely," I say, stirring the mac & cheese I’m preparing for my kids’ lunch. I’m so glad I moved from our hometown years ago. My sister got away once too, but somehow landed back after a series of unfortunate events.
"He says he wants to die," she says.
"Then we should let him. He’s been slowly trying to kill himself for forty years. What’s he clinging to?"
Holding the phone to my shoulder, I pour the steaming noodles into the colander in the sink.
Silence.
Flipping the faucet on, I continue…
"Seriously, Hilary…why the hell would he call you if he really wanted to die? He’s not killing himself. He wants attention."
"He said he loves me, and wanted my voice to be the last voice he ever heard."
Rolling my eyes I say, "If he loved you, he wouldn’t put you in this position. So what are you supposed to do? Go over there and find his body?"
"He said not to come over. He said his landlord would find him; he’d check on him when he didn’t take his garbage cans back from the curb. Today is garbage day."
I’ve been wishing for our father’s death since we were little girls. Back then, I didn’t want to hurt him, I just wanted him gone. I still don’t want to hurt him, but I’d love for him to stop hurting himself. Death would mean an end to his suffering. Death would mean going back to God. Maybe even a chance to start over.
"What should I do?" she asks. "He was slurring, and said he’s lying on the floor in the kitchen."
Taking a deep breath in, I puff my cheeks as I let it out loudly. "I wouldn’t go over there if I were you."
"I know. I don’t want to. But can we just let him lay there?"
"We didn’t pour the pills and the wine down his throat. And if he is killing himself, he’ll finally be out of his misery," I say.
Hilary has always had more tolerance for Dad than I have, but he’s even worn her out. It’s a miracle he’s lived this long, the way he drinks. The way he drinks and drives. The way he eats. The way he smokes. He’s already had two strokes. Only in his sixties, he looks so much older. His body is in chronic pain.
"But couldn’t we get in some sort of trouble, you know, for not telling anyone?" she asks.
"Who’s going to know?"
"I called Adam, but he didn’t answer. I left a message but not with all the details," she says.
Picturing our born again Christian brother, rushing over to the apartment, trying to give our atheist father one last chance to accept the Lord Jesus Christ as his savior, I frown. Dad would hate that. Poor Adam. In his mind, we're all going to hell. It’s a terrible burden for him to bear. Hilary and I don’t believe in hell, other than the kind we make for ourselves right here on earth. "How about…if Adam calls back…you just tell him Dad is having a really hard day, and ask him to pray for him," I say.
We bat it around a few more times and then, just like that, my sister and I decide to do nothing.
After giving them lunch, I put my children in front of the TV. Walking into the bedroom I shut the door, light a candle, and begin a meditation, for my father.
I breathe in his suffering.
I breathe out compassion.
Chink! Clang! Chink!
A whoosh of metal comes so close it fluffs the hair on the side of my head as it passes by. Next thing I know, Daddy has me by the neck of my shirt, and he’s in my face screaming at me. "If one of you kids gets hit with a horseshoe, I’m not ruinin’ my day takin’ you to the God damn ER. You got that?"
I nod and Daddy lets go of my shirt but keeps glaring at me.
"You’ll be shit outta’ luck," he says, before picking his beer up off a stump by the horseshoe pit. He turns away from me and takes a long drink before getting back into the game with his friends from The Rusty Nail.
Daddy’s name is Butch and he’s got black hair and brown eyes and really strong muscles in his arms and legs. He wears jeans and t-shirts, and on his feet he wears steel-toed work boots, even in the summer.
Walking away from Daddy I’m wondering why he only yelled at me. Hilary and Adam were running near the horseshoe pits too. It isn’t fair.
Our yard is full of microphone stands, a drum set, guitars and people. All the instruments are plugged into big extension cords running from the house and some of Daddy’s friends from The Rusty Nail are playing music really loud. We just moved back to upstate NY after trying out Florida for a year and we’re having a party in our new house to celebrate!
There’s a big metal bin, with a black hose and a spout. Beer comes out when you squeeze the knob. It’s hot outside and I keep going over to the beer bin for pieces of ice. Daddy cooked hamburgers and chicken on a great big fire pit he made out of cinder blocks in the middle of our yard. He used a sledgehammer to set up the horseshoe poles. When someone throws a ringer, all the men get happy and yell, and I like the sound the heavy horseshoe makes when it swirls around the metal pole before clunking into the dirt in a poof of dust.
Mommy comes over to me and leans down to tell me something. "I don’t want you over near those horseshoes again, okay?"
I look up at her and she smiles and I can see I’m not really in trouble. Mommy’s name is Diana. She is skinny, and has long brown wavy hair. She’s the prettiest lady at our party and everyone is always telling her,
"You don’t look old enough to have three kids!"
She is old enough though. She’s got Hilary who is eight, and Adam who is four and I am almost six. Mommy is 26.
Mommy asks me to run inside to get more mustard and ketchup and I veer way around the horseshoe pit to get across the yard.
Our new address is 1227 Centerville Highway. Our house has dark brown shingles on the outside, and inside, there’s dark brown wooden trim along the doors and ceilings. The living room has dark wood floors mostly covered by a grass green carpet and the ceiling is sky blue, like a robin’s egg. The front wall has a big window that’s covered with plastic and Mommy says it’s to keep the cold air out come wintertime. The back wall has a door to Mommy and Daddy’s bedroom. It also has a big lightening bolt crack in the plaster that goes from one corner almost down to the floor. The sidewall has shelves Mommy made out of cinder blocks and big thick boards. They’re three stories high and loaded with Daddy’s record albums, toys, bags of clothes for Gramma Bonner to mend, a Bible, and the encyclopedias.
Encyclopedias are big black books, and when I pull one out and open it, I stick my nose inside and smell the good smell before looking at the pictures. Daddy likes to look up stuff he doesn’t know in the encyclopedias.
The living room is connected to the dining room. In the corner of the dining room is a big black wood stove that heats our house. It squats on some cinder blocks stacked up off the floor. The wood stove worries me. Mommy says we’ll have to be careful around it in the winter, ‘cause if you stand too close it will melt your nightgown right onto your legs. The table is in the middle of the room and there’s a big window up front and a small window on the sidewall. Wooden beams and electric cords dangle down between the dining room and the kitchen and you’re not allowed to touch them.
The kitchen has no walls, just brown paper bag looking stuff with pink fluff sticking out the sides. Mommy says it’s called insulation. There are dark grease stains on the brown insulation paper behind the stove where Mommy cooks.
The steps to get upstairs are off of the kitchen. The bottom of the steps has a doorframe but no door. My bedroom is right at the top of the stairs. It has sloped ceilings and curves around like an L shape leading into Hilary’s nook. Hilary’s half of the room is small and it faces out toward the front yard. She’s got three little windows that swing open like tiny doors. My half of the room faces our neighbor, Mr. Parson’s yard.
Adam has to go through mine and Hilary’s areas to get to his room. Mommy says our rooms used to be an attic. Our bedrooms have real walls and Mommy painted them light brown. I would have liked pink, but light brown is still better than no walls, better than insulation.
The bathroom is off the kitchen and it also connects to Mommy and Daddy’s room. It has no tub so we’re learning to take showers now. When we lived in Florida we took showers to get the sand off after we went to the beach, but now we wash our hair and everything. The backdoor is right by the bathroom and it leads to the covered back porch with the rickety stairs down to the basement.
We also have a front porch. When I stand on it, I look down at all the cars going by on the highway and feel big! We can sit on the front porch, but we’re not allowed to play in the front yard because it’s too close to the highway. That’s okay though, because our back yard is huge.
Running back outside I give Mommy the ketchup and mustard, veer around the horseshoe pit again and head back to the edge of the yard where Adam and the other kids are playing. At the edge of our back yard, right before you get to the hill with the woods, there’s a little ditch. Me and Adam love the ditch because there are frogs’ eggs and tadpoles in it. Adam is holding up a long slimy string of frog eggs on a stick and the other kids are all gathered around to look at it and touch the slime. Hilary won’t touch slimy things. She’s back by Mommy, pretending she’s big and not a kid. The rest of us run around all day, catching tadpoles in our hands and watching them squirm before putting them back in the water.
A giant weeping willow stands in our backyard and a tire swing hangs from a thick high branch. It’s not just a plain old tire swing either. Daddy made it special by using his knife to carve a seat with big circle handles. You can sit on it and swing really high. You can have someone turn it around and around and when they let go you get a fast, spinny ride. You can even stand on it, hooking your feet in the bottom of the handles and using your arms to pull the ropes sideways. You never have to worry about smacking into the tree because Daddy put the swing way out far on the branch. You can go as high as the sky on the swing Daddy made. All the kids at our party wait in line for their turn over and over, all day long and into the night.
By the time it’s dark, our yard is jammed full with people. Mommy and her friend Fran are helping all the kids roast marshmallows and make s’mores. Hilary is handing out the marshmallows and acting like she’s the boss. Mommy is in a good mood and we can all have two s’mores each. The band is playing Taking Care of Business, loud and fast, and there are lots of people dancing. Holding my stick over the fire, I see Daddy through the orange flames. He drank a lot of beer tonight and he’s dancing crazy and wild. Lots of people are around him, moving, but he’s alone. His legs are bent and his head is down and he goes faster and faster, like a wild Indian hoping to bring down the rain. It’s spooky. His eyes are shut tight like he’s praying, but he can’t be praying 'cause Daddy says there’s no such thing as God.
Mommy and Gramma Bonner say there is a God. On Sundays Gramma Bonner runs her bony pointer finger below the words in the hymnal at St. Benjamin’s Episcopal Church. When we sing, I lean in close and listen. Gramma’s voice is high and shaky and I love being here with her. After singing, I sit in the pew, holding her hand. Gramma Bonner is skinny and her hands have big blue veins. She doesn’t mind if I roll her veins side to side with my fingers, as long as I sit quietly.
Our priest is Father Duncan, but I think he secretly is Jesus. He’s small, and thin with a long sad face just like Jesus on the cross up in front. Father Duncan is married and his kids go to Sunday school with us. I pretend we’re lucky Jesus actually runs our church. Every other week, we go up to the altar and the grown-ups drink from the shiny gold cup. We kneel around the wooden bar and the grown-ups put out their hands and get a wafer, and they drink one sip of blood. Kids don’t get wafers and I’m glad I’m not old enough to drink blood, but when Father Duncan gets to me, he stops and looks right at me. He takes his thumb and puts it on my forehead, two times, making a cross and he says, "May the Lord bless you and keep you."
You can tell he really means it, and it does feel like the Lord is blessing me and keeping me, right then and there. I love Father Duncan.
Today at church, I’m not feeling so good. I think it’s because of myreal father. Daddy doesn’t believe in God and he doesn’t ever come to church. He spends most of his time at The RustyNaiI. I wish Daddy would come to church though, because lately home feels like a mean headache and it smells like old beer and cigarettes. My tummy is always upset.
"Mommy, I feel sick," I whisper. She leaves Hilary and Adam in the pew with Gramma Bonner and takes me outside on the steps of the old stone church. We sit in the warm morning sunshine and Mommy puts her arm around me. She talks gentle to me and rubs my back. She strokes my hair. Mommy looks pretty in the sunshine. She smells like Prell shampoo. I like Prell because it’s bright green and comes in a tube with a bubble in it. Now matter how you tip it, the bubble always floats to the top. She doesn’t make us go back inside and this is the best church morning ever.
After church we get a donut in the reception hall and then drop Gramma Bonner off at her apartment. When we get home, Daddy stomps around, yelling. "Brainwashing them is what you’re doing!"
He walks back and forth in the kitchen and Mommy pretends she doesn’t hear him. He takes Hilary by the arm and says in a voice that means he’s picking on her, "So what did you learn today at Sunday school?"
When she starts to tell him he says, "What a load of crap" and "You believe that bullshit?"
Sometimes Mommy tells him to stop, but mostly she just sits on the living room floor, reading the Sunday paper, pretending like she doesn’t hear him.
When Daddy asks me, I tell him we learned "Our Father, who art in heaven."
Daddy takes my shoulders and yells, "I’m your father. Do you hear me? I’m the only father you got."
Looking across the room for Mommy, I see her slowly flip another page and I’m so mad at her for not helping us.
***
Just because someone doesn’t believe in God, doesn’t mean they’re a bad person. Sometimes Daddy is nice. When we go to The Rusty Nail with him, he buys us each a coke, and gives us change so we can play the jukebox and foosball. All his friends say what a great guy he is, and how much he helps them, giving advice, and sometimes even loaning them money.
Today he’s taking me to the movies, for no reason! Hilary stayed over at a friend’s house and Adam went to Gramma Bonner’s so I get to be the only one going with Daddy. I love the movies and I hope we get popcorn. So far I’ve seen Bambi and Herbie the Love Bug. Daddy says we’re going to a grown up movie he’s been wanting to see, and I say that’s okay because it will still be fun to have popcorn and to have Daddy all to myself.
You smell the popcorn as soon as you open the doors to the mall. Daddy buys two tickets and the skinny boy behind the counter in the maroon vest takes a long look at me and raises his eyebrows. "You are aware this is an adult movie, Sir?" The boy in the vest has metal on his teeth and freckles on his face.
Daddy gives him a look that tells him to mind his own damn business and I give him a look that says mind your own damn business too. The boy looks me up and down, shrugs, and gives Daddy the tickets.
Daddy says we have time to look in the pet store next door. The puppies are so cute! There are little white fluffy ones and also some hotdogs and a beagle. They’re behind glass so you can’t pet them. Someday when I’m big I’m getting a dog and a cat. When I’m big I’ll have all the puppies and kittens I want.
When we get to the bunnies, Daddy asks the lady if I can hold one. The bunny I get to hold is white and has ears that flop down. Daddy smiles at me and I know he’s sorry about what happened to our neighbor’s bunny in Florida. What happened to that bunny is too awful to mention.
Back at the theater Daddy says, yes we can get popcorn. When we sit down my seat folds up on me three times before I figure out how to sit on the front edge of it better. Daddy lets me hold the popcorn and it’s yummy, all buttery and salty and warm. Holding the popcorn makes me proud.
"Daddy, thank you for the popcorn," I say.
He smiles at me like I’m extra cute and says, "Now you see? Your sister would never even think to say thanks."
Daddy doesn’t ever say something nice about one kid without saying something bad about another one.
As the lights start to dim, he leans over and whispers, "You are welcome, Janie."
My tummy braces itself when the music for this movie comes on. I lower my head and lean back in my seat. On the screen is a girl named Reagan and she’s sick and making all kinds of yucky noises and throwing herself around. Leaning toward Daddy, I hand him the popcorn and sit back, wiping the grease on my pants. My seat folds up on me again, but this time I keep it that way and try to squeeze into the crack of it to hide.
Reagan has spooky eyes and now her voice is low and grumbly and she’s saying bad words. The priest comes to help her but she’s really bad to him. She floats in the air over the bed and things are crashing. Closing my eyes, I sit sideways in my folded up seat, facing Daddy. Covering my ears with my hands I start to rock forward and back. Even though my ears are covered I still hear Reagan’s mean monster voice. I turn my head and open my eyes to slits and Reagan’s face is all scratched and yucky. Shutting my eyes tight, I start a high hum inside my head to block out this very bad movie.
"Hmmm…..hmmm……hmmmmmm."
Leaning in toward Daddy I whisper, "I want to go home."
He puts his arm around me but that just makes my body turn to face the screen so I squirm out from him and do my sideways rocking and humming in the crack of my seat. Opening my eyes I stare at Daddy’s face. The shadows and light flicker on him and I’m praying to "the only father I got," Daddy, please take me home… please.
Next, there’s a horrible monster noise and Daddy crinkles his nose and goes, "Ughhhhh!"
His cheeks puff out and he brings his hand up over his mouth and turns his head toward me. When he sees me there rocking, he looks surprised. Like he forgot I was right there with him. I peek at the screen and it looks like Reagan threw up green stuff all over the place. I start rocking and humming again. Daddy touches my shoulder and says, "We better get you out of here."
We walk out before the movie is over and I’m sad when we get in Daddy’s pick up truck because I forgot my popcorn.
At home,"You took her to see what?" Mommy yells.
Daddy holds his hands up, palms facing the ceiling. "What? I told you, we left. I really wanted to see it but I walked out. How was I supposed to know it would be so bad?"
"She’s barely six years old!" Mommy says gritting her teeth together. Then she just stops talking to Daddy at all. She does the dishes with quick jerky motions and she’s mad at me and Daddy for seeing such a bad movie.
Every night after that I wake in the dark and lay in bed worrying about Reagan, hoping my eyes never get all spooky and gross. I see her face and her green throw up. Her deep yucky voice says naughty words at me. Almost every night I run downstairs with her chasing close behind. I’m not safe until I crawl into Mommy and Daddy’s bed and even then, she floats in the air in the corner of the room, legs folded in her arms, smirking at me with her white gray eyeballs.
Daddy and Mommy don’t like me in their bed, so I lay right at the foot and don’t move a muscle. Most of the time they don’t notice I’m there until morning. Sometimes they make a lot of moaning noises and it’s hard to sleep.
One morning, Mommy is already gone when I wake up. I scoot over to Daddy and wriggle into the crook under his shoulder, flopping my arm across his chest. He gives me a squeeze. Daddy is warm and naked. He says, "What are you doing in our bed again?"
I shrug my shoulders and nuzzle in.
It’s so cozy with Daddy. I run my finger nails across his chest and around his boobies just like Mommy does. One time Daddy sucked on Mommy’s boobie right in front of me.
"Ewwww!" I said, and Daddy said,
"If you don’t like it, get the hell out of our bed."
Daddy and Mommy don’t know I have to be in their bed. They don’t know about Reagan chasing me in the night.
Daddy opens one eye and looks at me and then closes it again. I keep rubbing his chest with my fingernails and then Daddy’s pee-pee pops up and it looks so funny. Not little like Adam’s at all. Daddy suddenly opens both eyes and barks at me, "You get out of here."
He draws his legs back and then pushes them forward, kicking me off the bed. With a thunk, I land hard on my bottom on the floor. I feel like I’m in trouble. Like I did something bad, but why is it okay for Mommy to do it?
Later, Mommy tells me, "You are about to start second grade. You are too big to sleep in our bed."
So at night, I squeeze my eyes shut as tight as I can to make Reagan go away. What I find out is this…if you really concentrate, you can go away, and if you do, it’s almost like nothing is wrong.
My tummy does a nervous flip as I step into my second grade classroom. Looking around I see a hat, a bonnet really. Making my way toward the girl wearing it, I see the bonnet goes with a dress and the dress has an apron. She is like Laura Ingalls, Holly Hobby, and the girl on the raison box all combined. I dream of dresses like this and decide right then and there she’s going to be my friend. We paint on easels right next to each other and I ask, "Can I try on your bonnet?"
She looks me up and down and taking it off says, "Only for a minute, because it’s mine, and I want it back."
She hands it to me and I put it on my head and smile.
Her eyes are so dark you can’t tell the difference between the colored part and the black part. She has a little dent in her chin. Her wavy hair is down to her shoulders and it’s dark brown. She sees me checking it out and running her fingers through it says, "My daddy says my hair is chestnut brown."
Taking off the bonnet, I hand it back to her. "Mine is dirty blonde." "Ew. Your hair is dirty?" She squinches up her nose and checks her bonnet.
"No, that’s just what they called it, even if I took a bath," I shrug.
"Oh," she says, looking over my hair and putting the bonnet back on her head.
"My name is Janie," I smile.
"I’m Sophie," she says, grinning back at me.
The second week of school Sophie Sheinmel invites me over to her house to play. Sophie’s living room has no furniture. They’ve got a piano, a stereo, and huge cushions on the floor. The piano has teeth marks on it where Sophie bites it when she gets mad because she hit the wrong note. The speakers to her mom’s stereo are as tall as me. Mrs. Sheinmel listens to music called Steely Dan, and she plays it loud. Over the stereo is a great big painting with bright colors and it’s weird because the people in it have no faces.
Sophie’s mom has tanned skin, long black curly hair, and she wears dark lipstick. She’s skinny and wears cool hippy clothes. She also talks funny.
"We’re from LAWNG Island," she says and I picture them, Sophie and her parents, like the castaways on Gilligan, only their island is very long and not a circle. They stand on the beach smiling and waving at the boats sailing off in the distance. There are palm trees behind them. One day I hope I’ll get to see Long Island too.
Sophie’s mom tells me to call her "Lydia," but I can’t. It feels too weird calling a grown up Lydia. Whenever I say "Mrs. Sheinmel," she rolls her eyes.
Mrs. Sheinmel lies on the cushions in the living room, reading her books and her big dogs Dalia and Starr lie all over her. They’re German Short Haired Pointers and Sophie got to name Starr herself. The dogs are speckled gray and black and white and have short stubby tails. Starr is wearing boy’s underpants and her tail sticks out the pee-pee hole because she’s "in heat." I don’t know what that means but dogs in underpants sure look funny.
Sophie also has a cat named Poncho and I love him. He follows us around and lets me hold him. He purrs real loud when I scratch behind his ears. I wish I could have a cat of my own, so bad.
The Sheinmels are weird. They eat things called felafels and tofu. They save garbage in a pile in their backyard and call it compost.
"We’re Jewish," Sophie says, shrugging her shoulders.
"Oh," I say. I never met anyone Jewish before, and I guess that explains things.
Her mom fixes us snacks and gives us apple juice in empty yogurt containers. We’ve never had yogurt at my house and I think it’s neat to drink out of a yogurt cup. After we eat, we go downstairs to play.
In the rec room, there are big sliding glass doors leading into what Sophie calls the breezeway. We can see ourselves in the doors when we dance to Sophie’s records. There are lots of pictures of Sophie on the walls. Holding Sophie’s cat, I walk around the room, looking at all the pictures. In one, she’s a baby and the picture is almost as big as a real toddler. She’s so cute with her pigtails. There are no pictures of me or Hilary or Adam on our walls at home.
Sophie has a dollhouse with a Barbie, a Ken, and a little sister Skipper. She takes Barbie and gives me Skipper. After a while she says I can be Ken instead.
"How about we pretend they go to bed?"
"Okay, " I say.
We walk Ken and Barbie into the bedroom of her dollhouse. They lay down. Sophie puts a Barbie sized blanket over them, and they go to sleep.
"Now they get up," she says. "Okay." I sit Ken up. Sophie says, "Now Ken has to say, ‘I have something to tell you.’" In a low Ken voice I say, "I have something to tell you." I wait for what I’m supposed to say next.
"Now Ken has to say…’Last night……. while we were sleeping,’" she says.
"Last night…..while we were sleeping….," I say…all low, just like Sophie said it.
"I…er…..well. I got you…..pregnant," she says.
"I got you…pregnant," I say. Barbie goes crazy. "WHAT! HOW COULD YOU! WHAT ARE WE GOING TO DO? HOW WILL I EVER FINISH COLLEGE?"
I don’t know what I’m supposed to say next, but it doesn’t matter because Mrs. Sheinmel is yelling down the stairs, "Janie! Your mom is here!"
Giving Poncho one last nuzzle, I head upstairs to go home.
***
Me and Sophie are both born in October. I am twenty days older than her and she can’t stand how I’m turning eight while she is still seven. I love it. I’ll always be older, and there is nothing she can do about it.
On my birthday, when I get home from school, Mommy greets me at the door and tells me to close my eyes. She holds my hand and when we get in the living room she lets go.
"Open your eyes!" she says.
On the floor is a box, and inside it is a tiny fuzzy kitten. Mommy takes her out and puts her on the floor. The kitten is black and white and orange and gray and she steps around with clumsy legs on the carpet. My mouth opens. My eyes go big. I look at Mommy and she nods. Biting down on my bottom lip, I drop to my knees in front of the little ball of fur.
"She’s a calico," Mommy says.
Running my finger down her back, she’s so soft. When I pick her up I can feel the teeny bones in her sides and it seems like she’ll break if I squeeze too hard. Gently, I hold her to my shoulder and she lets out a tiny "Meeew." I look at Mommy and grin.
"Is she mine?"
Mommy nods. "Happy birthday," she smiles.
My throat gets tight and there’s a warm feeling in my heart. I thought I loved my Baby Tender Love doll but that was nothing compared to this. Kneeling next to me, Mommy hugs me hard.
"What will you name her?" she asks.
"I get to name her?"
"She’s yours, so you get to name her," she says.
Holding the kitten out in front of me she meows again and on account of this warm feeling in my heart I know what I’ll call her.
"I’m going to name her Sunshine."
Mommy smiles and says, "That’s a really good name."
At school, I can’t wait to get home to my kitty. Sunshine is so fun to play with. She lets me carry her around over my shoulder like a real baby. She lets me put doll hats on her head. We tie old socks in knots and hold them over her and she stands on her back legs to bat at them. She lets me put her on the couch on her back, cross her bottom legs and put her front paws behind her head just like a person. Mommy can’t believe she stays like that for me and she snaps a picture with the Polaroid camera. Her fur is long and soft and I love all her colors. At bedtime Sunshine helps me feel God. She purrs next to me and if I really concentrate, it’s almost like nothing is wrong.
***
A couple of weeks after my birthday, Mommy is standing at the front door talking to three men. They all keep saying the word, "repossess." Mommy tells me, Hillary and Adam to go on, away from the door. We do, but I peel back a loose piece of plastic on the front window so we can see. Outside now, in the front yard, Mommy is shrugging her shoulders and shaking her head. She’s smiling but something isn’t right. She looks worried. Finally she comes in, closes the door, and leans against it with her eyes shut. We hear the men in the driveway outside and me and Adam peek out the front window again. The gravel is crunching loud under their feet as the men start hooking up chains to Daddy’s black Jeep. Just like that, they lift the front of it up in the air and pull it away with a big truck. Me and Adam look at each other with our mouths open wide. Hilary goes over to Mommy, worried.
"Mommy, what does repossess mean?" I ask.
She flips her head toward me and with her eyebrows crunched together like she’s mad says, "It means your father didn’t pay the bills, and the bank came and took his Jeep away."
"They can’t just take it, can they?" I ask. Feeling mad, I look out the window again, even though the Jeep is already gone. Hilary and Adam are quiet. They don’t make a peep.
"It wasn’t his. He wasn’t making the payments. Yes, they can take it and they did."
Then she hisses, "But your father is too much of a coward to be here and deal with the embarrassment of it all."
Poor Daddy got his Jeep taken away and I don’t know why Mommy has to be so mean? Daddy loved that Jeep. I think of him, sitting down the road at The Rusty Nail, and I wonder who’s going to tell him? Or maybe he already knows, and he’s sad.
The first day he brought the Jeep home he pulled off the top and took us kids for a ride. Adam started to put his seatbelt on, but Daddy called him a sissy, so he dropped the belt and never did buckle up. Adam isn’t a sissy. He’s littler than me but his body is all muscles like Daddy. He’s strong. He sat there in the back seat in his husky Tough Skin jeans, his brown straight hair hanging in front of his eyes.
My seatbelt was buckled, but Daddy didn’t call me a sissy because I’m a girl. I ran my fingers over the plaid cushions and he showed us how he could work the steering wheel with just one pinky.
"Power steering, "he’d said, with a big smile. Hilary was in the front, and me and Adam sat in the back.
Our hair blew wild in the wind as we went faster and faster. When Daddy took the corners, Adam’s body leaned way over into mine. It felt just like the rides at the Centerville Field Days. When I get big, I’m going to buy Daddy an even nicer Jeep and no one will ever take it away.
***
Since she can’t count on Daddy to pay the bills, this year Mom is going to school to be a nurse. She does not like things being repossessed. When Mom is at school, Hilary is in charge. She’s almost 12 now and she’s supposed to be watching us for just a little while until Dad gets home, but lots of times Dad doesn’t come home at all.
I can’t remember why we started fighting, but me and Adam have been rolling and tumbling through every room in the house. At first we were just horsing around but now we’re mad. Really mad. Punching, scratching, hitting and screaming at each other.
Hilary’s mad too, because she wanted to go next door to her friend Misty’s house but she can’t because she has to watch us. Misty is someone I can’t stand. Hilary never likes me. She acts like I’m stupid and annoying, but if Misty’s around, she’s even meaner than usual. Since she can’t go next door, Hilary and Misty stand in the windows looking at each other, talking on the phone.
Now, me and Adam are upstairs on his bed and I have him in a headlock. If I let go he’s going to kill me so I squeeze harder. His face is turning red and then he kicks my shin hard. I let go, but then grab him again, shoving his face into the mattress, once, twice, again, and now he’s crying.
Adam is a fighter. He never cries. Dad won’t let him.
I’m gonna be in so much trouble.
Adam rolls over and pulls his dirty sheet up over his head.
"Adam, what happened? Are you hurt?" I ask.
I hope he doesn’t tell on me.
He doesn’t say anything.
I pull down his sheet. He’s not crying anymore. He’s glaring at me and it’s the first time I’ve ever, in my whole life, felt hated. It makes me shiver. His face is red and blotchy. He whips the sheet back up over his head and flips over toward the wall.
"Adam, I’m sorry."
This time I really am.
"Are you hurt?" I ask.
He won’t talk.
"Adam please tell me. What’s wrong? Why won’t you answer me? Tell me!" I beg, trying to pull down his covers again. He yanks them back up over his head.
"Big boys don’t cry. Tough guys don’t cry."That’s what Daddy says. That’s why he’s hating instead.
Leaning back against his bed, I sit on the floor and quietly cry for him.
I look at the clock, waiting for Mom to get home from school. She comes in at 9PM like she said she would, but Dad never does come home from The Rusty Nail.Not ‘til after we’re all in bed.
The next morning, Mom is on the phone talking about how one of Daddy’s friends got killed at The Rusty Nail last night. This is what I hear:
"A beer brawl."
"It happened right after Butch left."
"He was hit over the head with a bottle."
"Head injury."
"Never woke up."
Mom shoos me away when I try to ask questions. She plays with the long curly phone cord as she talks. Her cereal sits in a bowl on the table in front of her, getting soggy.
Late in the afternoon, when he gets home from work, I bury my face in Dad’s chest and smell the wood chips on his scratchy wool lumberjack shirt. Dad’s job is cutting down trees. His belly is getting fat. His hair is long around the collar and greasy. He hugs me back, then lets go, but I still cling to him. "Daddy, please don’t go."
"C’mon," he says, peeling me off of him.
He’s going back to The Rusty Nail. Even after someone was killed there last night. I can’t believe it.
All day I’ve been imagining Dad’s dead friend. The one with the red hair and the red beard. He had a wife, and a little baby. In my mind, I see him with his skull cracked and off kilter, blood dripping down his face.
Lunging forward, I cling to Dad again. I look up to meet his eyes. If I can just keep his eyes he won’t go. If he sees how much I love him, he’ll stay home.
Keep looking at me Daddy.
He looks right at me and then turning away he takes my shoulders and shoves me aside.
Standing in the kitchen between the wooden beams and the electrical cords dangling down, I watch him walk out the back door. Mom comes over and tries to hug me, but I just stand with my arms flat to my sides. Looking blankly at the insulation on the kitchen walls I blink back tears and think to myself, "If only I were more lovable."
There might be a way to get Dad to stay home. Gramma Bonner bought us a piano and starting next month, I’m gonna take lessons from Mrs. Stone. She’s the organ lady at church. For now, I’m sitting at the bench, using my pointer finger to figure out a song for Dad. I want to cheer him up about his Jeep. Maybe then, he’ll come home in the evenings when Mommy is at nursing school.
Maybe, if I can figure out this song…. and play it real pretty, and sing it really nice, Dad will realize how much he loves us and everything will change. Maybe he’ll realize how wrong it is to pee all our money away at The Rusty Nail, and maybe he’ll stay home and be nice to us. We’ll forgive him for being so grumpy all the time, and we’ll just be a regular, normal, family. Maybe he’ll even realize how special I am.
Adam is out back with Mommy. She’s mowing the lawn and he’s on the swing. Hilary is next door at Misty’s. It isn’t often I get any time alone with the piano. Usually when I start to play it, Hilary and Adam tell me to shut up because they can’t hear the TV.
Mom told me Dad really liked this song. It’s John Denver.
"I’ll walk in the rain by your side."
Plunk, plunk,plunk.
The piano sits in front of the big dining room window, facing the highway. Looking out, I see the blue sky and yes, Dad will love me. I know he will. Everything is going to be different. Earnestly I sing, "I’ll cling to the warmth of your tiny hand."
Me and Dad are holding hands.
I'm the apple of his eye.
Plunk, plunk, plunk.
"The wind is whispering my name to me."
Plunk.
I'm really into it, singing loud now.
Daddy and I are walking through a sunny meadow.
We pass through a tree tunnel, and smile.
"The leaves are bowing down to us as we walk by."
My voice cracks on the high note, and suddenly, I hear,
"Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Ha!"
My whole body clenches.
Hilary and Misty are standing there. They have their hair curled like Farah Fawcett and they're wearing short shorts and Dr. Sholl’s sandals. I didn’t hear them come in.
Misty puts her nose up in the air and sings high and silly, cracking her voice on purpose to make fun of me.
Hilary stands there, smirk on her face, hands on her hips, but finally she says, "Okay Misty, knock it off."
My throat is tight and my face is hot and I run from the dining room, through the kitchen and up the stairs.
Nope, nope, nope. I won’t let them see me cry, I won’t. Under my covers the tears come and I wipe my nose on my bed sheet. Curling myself up into the tiniest ball, I can’t believe I even thought about singing for Dad with my stupid ugly cracky voice. I’m so dumb. No wonder he never wants to come home.
Sophie says her dad comes home every night, at 7:00 on the dot. I’ve been to her house lots of times after school, but tonight is the first time I get to stay over. She has two beds that make an L-shape, and her own TV in her room! When her dad comes home from work, Sophie runs down the hall yelling, "Daddy!" and jumps all over him. He scoops her up and swings her around, giving her a kiss on the head. He turns to me and kneels down, looking me in the eye and I feel shy because I never met her dad before.
"Who’s this?" he smiles. He’s thin and he has dark wavy hair like Sophie. He’s got the same dark eyes as her and the same dent in his chin as she does. Sophie calls it a cleft. His shirt is white with buttons and he’s wearing a tie. He’s very handsome.
"This is Janie," Sophie answers him. "She’s spending the night."
Sophie has her hands on her hips and she’s hopping from the heel of one foot to the heel of her other, in a little jig. It’s happy when her dad gets home.
He puts his hand out and I give him mine. He shakes my hand gentle and smiles, "It is very nice to meet you Janie."
He walks us back to Sophie’s room and then stands in the doorway, watching us play for a minute. He’s still smiling, but he looks a little sad too, like he’s thinking of something far away.
"Dad," Sophie says, "We’re trying to play."
Mr. Sheinmel laughs and says, "Sorry Sweetie. Didn’t mean to cramp your style."
He comes back in the room, gives Sophie a tickle and a kiss and then leaves.
At dinner, Mr. Sheinmel teaches me how to eat an artichoke. After they steam it, you pull out a leaf and dip it in melted butter. Then you put the leaf facing up in your mouth and scrape out the meat with your top teeth as you pull it forward. Artichokes are yummy. Sophie’s mom talks about a dog show she’s getting ready for. Delia and Starr are show dogs and Mrs. Sheinmel trains them. She has ribbons and trophies and everything. At bedtime, Mrs. Sheinmel tucks us in and gives Sophie a hug and a kiss and then gives me a kiss on the cheek too. It’s weird to get a kiss from someone who isn’t your own mom, but it’s nice. Me and Sophie stay up giggling for a while but then she falls asleep. Lying there, I wish I had my own room with plaid curtains, a TV, and two beds. I wish my Dad ate artichokes.
In the morning Sophie is still sleeping but I have to pee. Quietly, I step out of her bedroom and there’s her dad, walking down the hall toward me in nothing but a pair of tiny purple underwear. He says, "Morning kiddo," as he passes, and goes back in his room.
Without answering, I scoot into the bathroom and shut the door quick behind me.
When Sophie wakes up I tell her, "I saw your Dad in the hall and he was wearing ladies’ underpants. Purple bikinis."
"They aren’t for ladies dummy. He wears Speedos. They’re for men."
"Oh," I say, pulling the covers back up to my neck. I never heard of underpants called Speedos. They must only be for Jewish men.
Later, Mr. Sheinmel takes us hiking on a nature trail and Sophie isn’t very happy at all. Every time her Dad talks to me she gets mad. Then, she starts fussing about her shoes.
"Daddy, I hate my shoes! I want shoes like Janie’s!"
"You don’t need new shoes, kiddo. Yours are brand new."
Looking down at my feet, my shoes are pretty cool. Gramma Bonner took me downtown to get them. We had to walk a long way from her apartment, and catch a bus. We looked all day and were about to give up when the salesman at Franklin’s department store brought these out. They’re kind of like saddle shoes, but instead of black and white, they’re all brown. Gramma Bonner says they’re a more grown up version of saddle shoes. Gramma Bonner always makes sure we have at least one good pair of shoes. No one else has shoes like mine and I puff up my chest proud because Sophie likes them so much.
Sophie cries and carries on for the whole hike. She’s acting like such a baby! My dad would kill me if I behaved like that. Mr. Sheinmel ends up carrying her piggyback and I follow behind them, thinking about purple Speedos and my cool shoes. Why does Sophie care about my shoes when she already has everything? Her Nana in Florida buys her clothes all the time. I look up at the blue sky and smile. It sure feels good to have something she wants.
At school on Monday, Sophie’s wearing shoes just like mine. Gramma Bonner says if you don’t have something nice to say you aren’t allowed to say anything, so I’m quiet, but inside I’m piping mad. Sophie’s dad spoils her rotten.
My Dad doesn’t spoil anyone but himself. He has a brand new pick up truck that all of us can barely fit in. Dad is driving and we’re all squished together in the front. Adam is on Mommy’s lap. Me and Hilary are in the middle. Hilary keeps elbowing me and giving me dirty looks, but I can’t help it. There’s no room. It’s Christmas Eve and it’s snowing and I’m trying to ignore Hilary by pretending we’re in one of those snow globes you shake. Dad is smiling, steering the truck with just his pinky. We’re going to Gramma Shea’s house. Gramma Shea is Dad’s mom.
Gramma Shea lives a half-hour from us, in a town called Orion. From the highway, you turn down a gravel road, pass a trailer park, and her house sits at the bottom of a hill. Behind her house is a huge field that small airplanes use for taking off and landing. On the other side of the airstrip is the Susquehanna River. In New York, everywhere you go, the Susquehanna River is right there. I like saying Susquehanna. It’s an Indian name.
Gramma Shea is short and her skin is dark, kind of like an Indian squaw. We learned about Indian chiefs and squaws and papooses at school for Thanksgiving. Gramma Shea has curly black and gray hair and she wears red lipstick. Her laugh sounds like a witch’s cackle. Gramma Shea has a boy named Patrick who’s a year older than me, but he doesn’t look it because he’s retarded and very little. Gramma Shea says they used to call people like Patrick mongoloid, but that it isn’t a very nice thing to say, so we should just say retarded, but we never, ever should call him a "retard."
Patrick’s real mommy died when he was a baby and Gramma Shea lives with Patrick’s Daddy, so she’s his mommy now. Clyde is like our Grampa. Clyde is tall and bald and he has a big belly. He doesn’t talk much, but when he does he sounds like a cowboy because he’s from Alabama. He greets us with a big smile like he loves us and he always tells me I’m real good with Patrick.
At Gramma Shea’s the grown-ups are happy and we get lots of good things to eat. She has Hershey Bars and Reese’s Cups in the kitchen cabinet and we can help ourselves to as much candy and soda as we want.
Mom drinks soda. Gramma Shea drinks 7 & 7’s. Daddy, his brothers, and Clyde drink beer.
The grown-ups sit at the table in the dining room and Gramma Shea gives Daddy and his brothers a hard time and everyone laughs. She’s nice even though she doesn’t go to church and sometimes she picks on people too much. She’s always saying "Jesus Christ, Patrick!" when he’s too loud or when he interrupts, but Patrick just laughs and puts his head on her shoulder because he knows she loves him and he isn’t afraid of her. I am afraid of her though, a little.
Gramma Shea’s house is clean and nice. It has carpet and thick shiny polished wood furniture. Last year they put on an addition that’s now the living room. Everyone likes to sit in the addition because it’s really pretty with its huge windows that look out onto the airstrip. Tonight you can see big icicles hanging down from the windows outside. There are two recliners in the addition. One for Gramma, and one for Clyde. Some of the magazines in the racks next to the recliners have naked ladies in them. Dad and my uncles read them right out in the open which is funny because at home Dad’s naked lady magazines are hidden under his bed. The ladies in Dad’s magazines have flat tummies and big boobs. They’re really pretty, but it’s kind of gross the way they show their privates all the time.
Patrick has a record player and all us kids dance when he puts on "Ba-ba-ba, Ba-Barbara Ann," by the Beach Boys and, "Knock Three Times," by Tony Orlando and Dawn. Patrick loves being the DJ and he laughs when we dance to his music. He sits on the floor by the record player with his legs twisted up crisscross, both feet pointing to the ceiling. He puts two thumbs up in the air, smiles, and says, "Aaaaaye!" pretending to be Fonzie. We all try to sit like Patrick but none of us can do it for very long.
Gramma Shea made a yummy dinner with ham and potatoes and gravy and rolls. After, the grown-ups sit around the dining room table drinking and talking as it starts to get late. Mom sips her soda and she’s the only one out of all of them that isn’t glassy-eyed and loud.
After a while it’s time to go. Gramma Shea gives us presents to take home and unwrap tomorrow. Mom asks Dad if he wants her to drive and my stomach drops when he yanks the keys from her saying, "I’m fine." She knows he always drives, I don’t know why she’s trying to make him mad.
When we step outside, the wind whips my face and I shiver as we crunch over the snow on the sidewalk, making our way to the truck. Some snow goes up my pant leg and I shiver again.
In the truck Adam wants to sit next to Daddy. Hilary is in the middle. I know I’m too big for it, but I sit on mom’s lap, and lay the back of my head against her chest. I feel my mother’s breath on my neck as I look out the window. The world looks beautiful but also lonely with a perfectly white round moon shining down on the snow. Everything looks bluish, like we’re in outer space.
Dad lights a cigarette, then pulls on the lever that sticks out of the steering wheel. We wave as we pull out of Gramma Shea’s driveway and as we start up the hill, the truck wiggles. Dad says, "I should have put the chains on the tires."
He flicks on the radio. No one says anything. We’re all tired.
No other cars are on the road tonight. The choir on the radio is singing Christmas carols as we head home. Going down the big hill, by the IBM plant, the truck starts to zigzag back and forth. Mom screams and holds me tight and Dad puts one arm across Hilary and Adam. The truck spins around and when it stops we’re in a ditch.
"Fuck! Shit! Fuck!" Dad says, hitting the steering wheel with both hands.
"Is everyone okay?" Mom asks.
We’re all okay and Dad gets out and kicks the truck. Then, he disappears, walking into the blue white night. We stay in the truck, huddled together and after a while Clyde is there, hooking chains up to the truck. We get out and wait in the freezing cold while they pull Dad’s new truck out of the ditch. No one breathes a word as Mom drives the rest of the way home.
Richie Cunningham and Fonzie went on a double date with Laverne and Shirley tonight but it was me who fell in love. Happy Days is the highlight of my week. Just when I thought it couldn’t get any better, it did.
"God bless Mom and Dad. God, please let Dad be killed in a drunk driving accident, but please make it a one car crash so no one else gets hurt. God, please let him die quickly without feeling any pain. God bless Hilary and Adam, all my aunts, uncles and cousins. God bless all our friends and relatives and God….please…PLEASE…let Laverne and Shirley come back on Happy Days again."
Not only were they on again. They got their own show!
Thank.
You.
God.
Tuesday nights, right after Happy Days, Laverne & Shirley count in time as they "schlemiel, shamozzle" arm & arm down the sidewalk in front of their apartment. I take my place on the floor in front of the TV, dreaming of the fun of one day working in a brewery. Laverne’s monogrammed sweaters have me secretly wishing my name began with an L. Laverne winks when she says "Vodio-do-do" and I know it means something sexy. Shirley’s boyfriend Carmine protects her and I wish someone loved me like that. Laverne and Shirley are best friends, there for each other, through and through. They have the life. I don’t love Lenny and Squiggy. In my opinion, they are beneath Laverne and Shirley.
One night halfway through the first season, Dad comes home all mean. He’s always nasty if he hasn’t stopped at The Rusty Nail first. He paces around the house in his steel-toed work boots, tha-dump, tha-dump, tha-dump. He’s getting fatter and fatter and his belly pushes at the buttons on his plaid lumberjack shirt. I try to ignore him. My show is starting and I’m not going to let him bother me and wreck it. Hilary is on the blue couch, lying on her side, propped up on her elbow. Adam is sitting Indian style at the other end of the couch. I’m up close to the TV so I can still hear if they start talking. My feet are resting in their usual spot at the base of the TV stand, hands folded behind my head on the floor. Suddenly, Dad is there holding the pliers in his big fat hairy hand. He squeezes them to the metal post where the knob is missing and starts flipping through the TV channels.
Jumping up off the floor I yell, "HEY! WHAT ARE YOU DOING?"
"I’m seeing what else is on," he barks. Dad stands there in his dirty jeans; mud caked onto the front of his thighs. His black hair looks wet from sweat or grease and his face is round and angry. He’s got a dark beard now and it’s scraggly.
"I was watching that! We were watching that!" I say, glancing back at Hilary and Adam, hoping they’ll back me.
Hilary sits up and Adam scooches closer to her. They sink back, deep into the couch, their eyes big. Neither one says a word.
My fists clench. My jaw clenches. I can’t believe he’s making me miss my show.
I hate him.
I hate him.
I hate him.
Glaring at Dad I say, "We were watching that! It’s my favorite show! It’s the only show I care about!"
He ignores me.
My throat gets tight and I try not to cry.
He gets in my face and I see he’s really sweating now. The little holes in his skin look big and black. His beard is all wiry, grey hairs mixed in with the black. He stinks like old beer.
"It’s my damn TV. I paid for it. I’ll watch whatever the fuck I want to watch," he yells.
Turning back to the TV he runs through the stations two more times and starts going around a third.
Wild energy rushes through me and that’s it. Some things are just worth fighting for.
"YOU’VE GONE AROUND THE CHANNELS TWICE! YOU DON'T EVEN HAVE ANYTHING ELSE YOU WANT TO WATCH! YOU JUST WANT TO BE MEAN! YOU ARE A MEAN AWFUL PERSON! YOU DON’T CARE ABOUT US AT ALL! YOU…YOU…YOU… PECKER!"
My hands fly to my mouth. It’s one of Dad’s words. How did it come out of me? He draws his hand back like he’s going to crack me across the face but he stops just before my right cheek. My face feels the heat of his palm, hanging in the air for a second. Then he drops it.
Shaking his head Dad says, "Little fuckin’ spoiled brat," as he takes the pliers and flips back to Laverne & Shirley. We’ve already missed a whole bunch of it. He grabs his keys out of his pocket and it’s the sound of his boots, tha-dump, tha-dump, tha-dump out the back door. Then, his truck is tearing out over the gravel driveway.
Hilary and Adam stare at me from the couch.
My neck feels tight and I bug my eyes back at them like, what? Some help they were.
Turning away from them, I shimmy back into my spot on the floor. My legs and arms feel shaky. I feel the solid floor under my body. My breathing is all chopped up, and Itake a deep breath to try and make it stop. I’m glad he left. I wish he’d never come home.
As Laverne & Shirley ends, my chest feels heavy and my head aches. In the closing song, Laverne & Shirley sing about making their dreams come true. Someday I’m going to get away from here and never come back. That’d be my dream come true.
The evenings Dad stays home he likes to turn out the lights and spy on Misty’s mother next door. He only does it when Mom is at nursing school.
Misty and her rotten younger brother Jake don’t have a Dad. Their mom has big boobies and big blonde hair and she wears shorts so small her butt hangs out. Lots of different men come to see her. Dad laughs and says, "That’s how she pays her rent." From what I see, she’s mostly just doing dishes in her kitchen window when Dad watches with his binoculars.
Dad probably wishes Misty’s mom were naked like the ladies on HBO. Mom says our HBO box is illegal. HBO scares me because Mom says Dad could get arrested for it. At night, I worry the police will bust into our house and take him away to jail.
Coming into the dark kitchen I ask, "Dad, can we get rid of the HBO? I don’t want the police to come and get you."He glances over at me and laughs.
"Never mind," he says.
He just loves his HBO. He loves watching movies with naked ladies. Standing there at the kitchen sink in his white terry cloth bathrobe he puts the binoculars back up to his eyes, then he glances back over his shoulder at me and says, "Get the hell out of here, now."
One time, his binoculars disappeared and I had the feeling Mom got rid of them, so maybe she knows about his spying. It didn’t matter though. He just went out and bought himself another pair.
***
One family that would never have HBO is the Johnsons. Mrs. Johnson is my Sunday school teacher this year. She has three kids and a nice house a couple of miles down the road from us. Her kids are so lucky. Mrs. Johnson is nice, and Mr. Johnson is a pilot. Mommy raises her right eyebrow when she mentions the "pilot" part. That’s how I know pilots make good money. Mrs. Johnson has dark curly hair and she has that mom look about her. Not the tired look of my mom, but the kind of moms you see on TV. The ones who are home, making cookies and stuff.
We’re meeting at the altar this week after church instead of in our usual classroom. "Today we’re going to learn just how much God loved you when he gave his son for your sins," Mrs. Johnson says.
Us kids are sitting in a semi-circle facing Jesus. He’s all skinny and hanging way up high above us on the cross, looking just like Father Duncan. Mrs. Johnson reaches under the altar and takes out some big silver nails. They’re long and extra thick, kind of like the ones in the railroad tracks behind Gramma Bonner’s house. She passes them around. Turning one over in my fingers a couple of times it’s cold and heavy. I shrug and hand it to the next kid. "Death on a cross is one of the most horrid ways to die," Mrs. Johnson says.
Looking up at Jesus, at his sorrow-filled face, and half-naked skinny body I think, Yep…that looks pretty awful.
Next, she takes two thick wooden boards and lays them on the floor in front of us. She takes a nail in two fingers, twirls it around, and then presses the point into her palm. When she pulls away she holds up her hand for all to see like a magician showing his hat. There’s a dent in her palm where the nail pressed in. Then, she takes the nail and with several hard blows, pounds it into the boards. The sound of the hammer echoes through the church and we all lurch back in our spots on the floor, imagining the nail going through our own hands. For my sins? What did I ever do that was so bad? It really gets me thinking.
Poor Jesus just hangs there while Mrs. Johnson talks about how much God loves us. But I’m wondering...if God didn’t love his own kid enough to help him, why would he love me at all? Jesus was way better than me. He was always nice and didn’t fight or think bad things like praying his dad Joseph would die in a car accident.
Mrs. Johnson talks and talks but my stomach starts to hurt and I try not to listen anymore. I wish I could just cover my ears but then she’d know I’m not listening. Then I start thinking. Hey, I wasn’t even born yet when all this happened, and then I start to feel pretty mad about being blamed. Looking up at the statue of Jesus, the nails in his hands, the blood trickling down his side, I feel sorry for him, and I really do love him, but in my heart I whisper, I didn’t do this to you. It wasn’t my fault.
Tuning out Mrs. Johnson, I stare at the colors on the stained glass windows behind the altar. I focus really hard until I feel God. Not the mean God she’s talking about, the one who couldn’t be bothered to save his own son. What I mean isn’t a person, it’s a feeling. Like when I look at the leaves fluttering on the trees outside my bedroom window. When I feel God, I go floating somewhere else where it’s warm, and calm and peaceful, and nothing is wrong.
LPN stands for Licensed Practical Nurse, which is what Mom will be today after her graduation. I’ve never been to a graduation but I can tell by the feel in the house it’s a very special thing so I decide to wear my patchwork gypsy top, my jean skirt, and my brown cowboy boots. I stand in the full-length mirror and Sunshine purrs and does a figure eight around my legs. Stepping around her I don’t like what I see. My skirt comes just above my knees, but my boots only come to my shins. My white socks come up higher than my boots, to my knees. This worries me. There is boot, then two inches of white sock, then an inch of knee skin, and then my skirt. I’m afraid it looks stupid to have my socks and my knees sticking out but Mom says, "Quit worrying about it. You look fine."
Hilary says, "It’s not about you, anyway." Then she looks me up and down and smirks. Hilary is wearing a blue velour V-neck dress with a tiny little string belt around the waist, clear panty hose, and small heels. It’s not fair because if she can’t find something to wear, she just goes next door and borrows something from Misty. Misty has tons of clothes. I need to make do with what I have. Hilary always looks better then me. I pick up Sunshine and hold her on my lap ‘til it’s time to go. Her purring makes me feel better.
Mom makes Adam wear pants, not sweats, and he also has to wear a plain long sleeve shirt. Not one with cartoons on the front.
Mom is wearing a nursing dress that’s so pale green it’s almost white. A white nametag is pinned to her chest. "Diana Shea," it says. Her long hair is in a bun at the back of her head. She even put on pink lipstick! I’ve never seen Mom wear make-up before and it looks pretty, but weird. Me and Hilary and Adam pile into the car and drive to pick up Gramma Bonner at her apartment. She’s wearing a black pantsuit and her long green quilted coat. She must have done her hair in rollers because it’s curled all fancy.
We sit in the audience and the new nurses are standing in a line across the front of the stage. Mom looks like a pretty angel in the soft light with her pale green dress and her pink lips. Mom’s teachers read a bunch of speeches about how hard the new nurses have worked and what it means to be a nurse. How it’s a "privilege." Adam is fidgety and starts to kick the chair in front of him over and over. Gramma Bonner leans across me and pinches his arm. He pulls away, gives her a dirty look, crosses his arms, and slumps in his seat. Mom’s teachers pin a white cap onto her head with bobby pins. Mom smiles all perfect big white teeth and pink lipstick, and she’s every bit as pretty as Miss America, standing there on stage.
A box of candles is passed out. One of Mom’s teachers lights the first one and each new nurse lights the candle next to hers, right on down the line. The lights go dim and a lady reads a poem. The new nurses wipe tears and I’ve never seen Mom so beautiful. My mom, up there on stage, holding her candle. I never knew she was so important. I’m proud and my throat gets tight and I blink really fast because I don’t want to cry.
After the ceremony, we stand in the hall of the school and Gramma Bonner takes Mom’s picture.
"Gramma, can you take one of me and Mom? Please?" I ask.
Gramma Bonner laughs as we stand in front of a red wall, just me and Mom. I put my arm around her waist and she gives my shoulder a big squeeze as the flash goes off. Then Adam says he wants his picture taken too so we all stand next to Mom and Gramma Bonner takes another one. Mom is all smiles in her dress and her new nurse’s cap as we walk out of the building toward the car.
In the parking lot, Gramma Bonner says, "It would have been nice of your husband to show up."
Mom’s smile goes away and she doesn’t say anything. She looks down at the ground all the way back to the car. On the drive home I’m mad. Why did Gramma have to go and say that anyway? Why’d she have to ruin it? She knows Dad doesn’t come to stuff.
Sunshine is missing. I’ve been hiking up in the woods looking for her. Maybe she’s stuck someplace? Maybe she’s hurt?
"Mom! I can’t find her anywhere!" I say, flinging the back door shut on my way in.
"Mom! It’s been two days!" I say, as I get ready for school in the morning.
At the supper table, Mom scoops a pile of canned peas onto my plate. Dad is home for supper tonight and while we’re eating I say, "It’s been a whole week. Where could she be?"
Mom and Dad look at each other a long time, and then Dad says, "She probably ran away."
He picks up his fork and knife and starts cutting his pork chop.
"Ran away? Why would she run away?" I say, pushing my food around on my plate.
I love her, why would she want to run away from me?
Mom says,
"Sometimes animals just do that. They don’t like being cooped up and they run off."
She leans over and plops a blob of mashed potatoes onto Adam’s plate.
"But she wouldn’t do that. She loves me. Besides, she wasn’t cooped up. She went out everyday," I say.
Mom and Dad look at each other again.
"Sometimes it just happens," Mom says and she gets up quickly and starts doing the dishes.
Sunshine doesn’t come back the next day. She doesn’t come back the next week either.
Every night I lie awake thinking about her. I loved her more than any toy I ever had. Must be she didn’t think I was a good mommy. Must be she didn’t love me. Did I not pet her enough? Did I forget to play with her? I’m sorry I wasn’t good enough Sunshine. I’m sorry I’m so bad. I’ll do better. Please just come home. Please don’t run away. I pray really hard about it.
Every morning I look at the calendar hanging on the nail on the two-by-four where the wall should be between the kitchen and the dining room, counting how many days she’s been gone. On the 20th day, on the bus ride home from school, Misty’s rotten brother Jake says, "Too bad your cat got flattened."
My stomach braces itself.
"What are you talking about?"
"Your cat that got hit. We saw it on the side of the road."
"No you didn’t."
"Whatever you say, but a couple weeks ago your cat was on the road, flat as a pancake, up by Mr. Brown’s field. My mom’s the one who told your mom."
All afternoon and evening I’m afraid to ask Mom because I don’t want it to be true. Surely she would have told me? It must have been another cat Jake saw. If Sunshine ran away there is a chance she’ll come home. If she’s dead, she’ll never be back. At bedtime, Mom calls Dad at the Rusty Nail to remind him to come home, and then she tucks us in and leaves for her night shift at the hospital.
Dad doesn’t come home until after we’ve all gone to sleep. When he gets in, he stumbles up the stairs to our rooms, to tell us how much he loves us.
Dad kneels at the side of my bed. "Do you know how much I love you?" he asks. He stinks the usual. Stale beer and cigarette smoke.
I can’t take it anymore.
"Dad, did Sunshine get hit by a car?" I pull my covers up to my neck and bite my lip.
He sits back on the heels of his work boots looking at me, his eyes all red and glassy.
"Who told you?" he asks.
My stomach lurches. It’s true. Sunshine is dead. She’s never coming home.
A moan starts way down inside me and then I’m crying hard. My whole body is shaking.
Dad climbs right into my bed with his boots on and wraps his arms around me. I put my face to his chest and he strokes my hair, and kisses the top of my head. His plaid wool shirt is itchy and stinky but I don’t care. I let my nose run all over it.
"Daddy," I sob, "I loved her so much."
"You go ahead and cry, baby. I know it hurts," he says.
Burying my head further into his chest I cry and cry. Tears for Sunshine. Tears about Mom always being tired and gone at night. Tears about The Rusty Nail and Dad being mean. Tears because now he’s here and being nice. My kitty is gone and she’ll never come back and I hate that little pecker Jake.
From around the corner in her nook Hilary screams, "WILL YOU SHUT UP? I’M TRYING TO SLEEP!"
I’ve never heard Dad yell at Hilary before. Not really yell at her but he does now.
"YOU SHUT UP. DO YOU HEAR ME? YOU SHUT UP HILARY!" It’s the first time anyone’s ever stuck up for me and I love Dad. I really do.
He holds me until I can’t cry anymore and I fall asleep in his arms with him saying, "Go ahead baby, I know it hurts. Let it all out."
***
Rascal is a big fluffy sheep dog and Mom says having him around for a while will help me feel better after losing Sunshine. That’s how she talked Dad into letting him stay with us. Rascal belongs to Dad’s brother, Uncle Tom. Uncle Tom is my favorite uncle. He’s silly and fun and he always plays rough with me and Adam, twirling us around and tossing us on the couch. Sometimes he holds us by our ankles and calls Rascal over to lick our faces. We only have Rascal ‘til Uncle Tom finds a new apartment.
Rascal is so sweet. He’s gray and white and even though his hair hangs down in front of his eyes, Uncle Tom says he can see just fine. Rascal is almost as big as me and he knocks me over whenever he sees me because he gets excited. His jumping doesn’t bother me though, because I love him.
Dad says Rascal isn’t allowed in the house. He has to stay on the back porch. He was supposed to be here for just a couple of weeks but now it’s dragged out all winter. Rascal’s hair is matted and stinky and it hurts my heart to know he’s out there in the freezing cold all by himself.
Mom is working full time nights and Dad is drinking more than ever. He’s meaner than ever too.
"Hey Janie!" He yells up the stairs when I’m reading books in my room.
"Get your ass down here and clean up this kitchen for your mother."
I come downstairs to a huge stack of dishes in the sink. "You lazy kids don’t give one damn about your mother," he barks. "You don’t let her get any sleep and you don’t even help around the house. She’s going to wind up getting sick and when she does it will be your fault."
He paces the kitchen and points at me, "You hear?" He says, pushing his finger into my chest.
At the sink, Dad watches me like a hawk and yells at me again. "Jesus Christ! You aren’t rinsing all the soap off. Do you think we want to taste soap when we eat?"
He stands there watching, picking at me until the last dish is done.
When I finish, he turns and marches into his bedroom and slams the door. Grabbing my coat, I sneak out on the back porch to wrap my arms around Rascal’s neck. Even though the porch is enclosed, it’s bitter cold out here. Wind whips right through and tiny icicles hang on the fur in front of Rascal’s eyes. Digging my fingers deep into his fur, he feels wooly and thick. Sometimes he smells so bad, like poop and throw up combined. On those days, I can’t stand to be around him very long, but then I feel guilty because he’s such a good friend. He doesn’t even jump when he knows I’m upset. I tell Rascal all my feelings and do my best to ignore his smell.
"I miss Mommy, Rascal."
Sometimes I ask him questions. "Rascal, why is Dad so mean?"
Sometimes I try to make him feel better. "Rascal, it isn’t your fault you stink."
Sometimes I just hug him and cry. Rascal sits quietly, looking straight ahead through the mess of fur in his eyes. He licks the tears off my cheeks. Somehow Rascal pulls the yucky stuff all out of me and I feel better by the time I’m washing his stink off my hands back in the kitchen.
In the spring, when he finally comes to take him, Uncle Tom shakes his head in disgust at the way Rascal looks and smells. My neck is hot and my face goes red with shame.
"I’m sorry Rascal," I say quietly as I watch him hop into the car. As they drive away I whisper, "I love you, boy."
On summer mornings, when she gets home from work, Mom sits at the kitchen table in her nurse uniform, eating her Wheaties, and glancing through the newspaper. She dips her buttered toast into her cereal milk and lets it get real soggy. Then, she pulls it out of the milk quick and shoves it into her mouth before the soggy part falls off. Once in her mouth, she sucks all the milk out before chewing and swallowing. Dad hates it when she does this and if he’s home he yells at her every time. I tried it once and it does nothing but turn your toast soggy and dilute the taste of it. It also makes your milk oily which is gross. Why she insists on dunking her toast, I don’t know.
Mom, please look at me! Please talk to me!
Soon, she’s gonna go upstairs to sleep in Adam’s room and we won’t see her again ‘til 3:00PM. There’s no one to play with. Mom says I’m not old enough to walk to Sophie’s by myself.
Mom put tin foil on Adam’s windows to block the sun. His curtain rod has a thick wool blanket hanging down to make it even darker. A window air conditioner goes full blast to cool it off up there and drown out the noise. It’s the only cool room in the house.
"Don’t wake me up ‘til three," she says, standing up and stretching.
She doesn’t even glance in my direction before she heads up the squeaky stairs. She’s afraid I’ll talk to her and hold her up. The sound of Adam’s door shuts behind her, and she’s gone.
Summer is so boring here. Mom never takes us anyplace. I wish we could go somewhere, just me and her. Sophie’s mom sometimes takes her out to lunch and shopping for clothes. My mom is too tired all the time and we don’t have money for things like that. I wish I were an only child like Sophie.
Last week I asked, "Mom. What if Hilary and Adam died?" She was doing the dishes and she stopped and turned to me real serious and said, "Oh honey, that’s not going to happen. That’s one thing you don’t have to worry about."
Worrying? I was wishing, and I was very disappointed with her answer.
Dad tells us if we don’t let Mom get her rest, she’ll get sick and it will be our fault. I worry about Mom getting sick and I don’t want to wake her up, but sometimes I’m just going to explode if I don’t go in and see her. I think of a question and stand by the bed, watching her sleep in the light that filters in through the open door.
Mom’s on her belly, arms straight at her sides, hands under her thighs like she’s trying to get them warm. Her covers are off, her head is to the side. There’s a wet spot on the pillow by where her mouth hangs open.
"Mom," I whisper. "Mom. I can’t find the measuring cup. It’s not in the drawer. I’m trying to make Kool-Aid," I say, nudging her shoulder.
She stirs, and says, "Look in the drainer, and if it isn’t there, do not come in here again. Drink water and don’t wake me up until three."
Even though she’s mad now, somehow I feel a little better.
There is nothing to do. Hilary always gets to go over to her friend’s house and me and Adam are stuck home. It’s so boring.
But sometimes, if I lay on my stomach on my bed, with my face right up to the window, and if I squint my eyes just right, and make everything just a tiny bit blurry, I can get that God feeling. The leaves on the aspen tree in Mr. Parson’s yard shimmer like a million little sparkly angel friends waving hello. My breathing gets so relaxed, it’s kind of like sleeping, but I’m awake. When I feel God, all the worry just drains right out of me and nothing is wrong. After, I’m not nearly as sad.
But some days, I just feel mad. I’ll pick on Adam until he screams. Other times, we don’t even mean to wake her up. Me and Adam just get silly and loud. Mom stomps out, her hair big and messy, a line from the blanket down the side of her face looking like a huge red scar. Her skin is ghost white and she’s pointing to the back door, "GET OUTSIDE! NOW!"
Later, I worry. What if she does gets sick? Who will take care of us? If Mom dies it will be my fault.
Next time I get that lonely feeling, I stand outside the door and try to think of something important to ask her. Touching my fingers to the doorknob, I hold it a minute. Picturing her dead, in a casket, I let go of the knob, and head back downstairs.
Even though I just had lunch and I’m not even a little bit hungry, I make myself a huge bowl of chocolate ice cream. Sitting on the floor, I watch soap operas; watch the clock, ‘til 3:00PM.
***
Mom had to work last night but she isn’t going to sleep today. Instead she’s taking me and Adam someplace fun! Our old car broke down but Gramma Bonner scraped together enough money to buy a VW Beetle so Mom could have something to get to work with. She’d been begging other nurses for rides every night and they weren’t happy with her because we live out in Centerville, way out of their way. We haven’t been anyplace all summer because we’ve had no car.
It’s our first time in the Beetle and me and Adam both want the front, so Mom says no one gets the front. When I hop in the back seat, I see the gravel driveway through a big hole in the floor. Mom says just be careful, so I rest my feet lightly on either side of it. As we get going, the Beetle rumbles and spits loudly and the highway blurs underneath me. There’s a ring of orange rust around the hole and I’m scared my foot will slip down and my leg will be snapped off. Pulling my knees up to my chest, I rest both feet on the seat. Soon, fumes are coming up from the hole and I feel like I’m gonna be sick.
"Mom, it’s so fumy back here. I’m feeling sick," I whine.
Nothing from Mom. She acts like she doesn’t hear me. Eyes on the road, hands on the wheel.
Pulling my knees in tighter, I look down at the hole, which makes me dizzy and I feel worse. I try looking out the window at the passing trees, and the bright blue sky but as my head starts to pound and my stomach starts to churn, a memory comes to me. When I was four we moved to Florida. We packed up our four door Toyota with all our stuff, and just before we left, Dad agreed to bring his friend’s wife and their two children along. Three adults and five kids under seven years old, in a four door Toyota, all the way from upstate New York to Florida.
Dad screamed at me on that trip for crying when my legs fell asleep after sitting on the floor crisscross for hours.
My stomach lurches and as I stew on my memories, the fumes get worse and worse. Careful not to put my feet on the floor I sit on my knees on the back seat and stretch toward the front. Practically in Mom’s ear I say, "Mom, I’m really getting sick. The smell is giving me a headache."
Again she ignores me and then I start getting mad.
A few more minutes go by and I’m really going to puke. "MOM! Stop the car! I need to get out, now!"
Mom slams the car to a stop and turns around in her seat. "You are so selfish!" She screams at me. "Do you think I like driving this car? What do you want me to do about it? Huh? What do you want me to do? Do you have any money to buy a new car? Here I am trying to take you someplace fun. I haven’t slept in 48 hours, and all you do is complain. You need to stop thinking about yourself. Your brother isn’t saying a word. Why do you have to act like a jerk? Just stop it, and we’ll be there soon! I don’t want to hear another word from you!"
Sinking way down into the back seat, knees to chest I pull my shirt up over my face and use it to wipe my tears and snot. This poison is killing me and the worst part is, no one even cares. Why doesn’t anyone ever care about me?
When we arrive at the Carter’s lake house I get out quick and gulp in the fresh country air. Soon I’m feeling better.
The Carter’s have a daughter a year older than me named Hannah. Her father is a contractor and our Dad has done some work for him, but mostly they just go out drinking together. Hannah’s mom is blonde and beautiful and it’s not that she isn’t nice, but somehow I get the feeling her husband made her invite us.
Hannah’s mom tells us to go change into bathing suits. Hannah’s room is very pink with lots of frilly decorations. She has a pretty face with just a few freckles across her nose and straight, shiny black/brown hair, down to her waist. Dad loves hair like hers. Next to Hannah, I feel plain and ugly with my light brown hair that isn’t pretty or even all that long anymore since I got it cut to my shoulders. Hannah is quiet, but she’s nice and she shows me some of her stuff. She’s got lots of dolls and some trophies from riding horses. She’s just being friendly, not braggy or anything, and I like her a lot. She seems pretty much perfect.
We change into our bathing suits and walk down the trail to the lake and it’s Mom, Adam, Hannah, her mom, and me. Hannah’s mom has loaned Mom a bikini, and it’s weird to see her in such a sexy little bathing suit. It’s too big on her skinny body but it looks pretty good and I’m feeling happy about being here. On the dock, Mom smiles at me and I can tell she’s not mad at me anymore. I don’t feel mad at her, either.
Me and Hannah and Adam jump off the dock and swim while the moms sit chatting under a big shade umbrella at the table. We stay in the water for a long time and when we’re hungry we climb up the slimy dock ladder and sit wrapped in our towels at the table while Hannah’s mom gets snacks out of a little cooler she brought. There is fruit and potato chips and bologna sandwiches and we each get a can of soda. Our lunch is so good after swimming all morning and this day is turning out to be terrific. I wish we could come here every day. After we eat, Hannah’s idea is to get the floats out. Me and Adam walk to the shed and help Hannah drag two rafts and an inner tube back to the dock. I take the inner tube and jump in. Hannah and Adam take the rafts.
Once in the water, I dive under and come up in the middle of the tube. Resting my arms on it, my body is straight down in the deep cool dark water that smells like mud and fish. The sun hits the wet black rubber and I see my reflection on the tube. My hair is all wet and messy. Resting my head on my arms I close my eyes. My body is tired from swimming and it feels good just to float. The sun is hot on my shoulders and it’s nice. Lifting my head I put my chin on my forearms. Opening my eyes to slits I stare at the water, and there are a million little sparkles bouncing on the lake. My eyes go slightly out of focus and the sparkles glint and I’m floating along with God. I’m part of God and God is part of me, and nothing is wrong. Resting my head on my arms, I close my eyes. Calm goes to the deepest part of me and I disappear into the lake, floating in the water, floating in the sky, a million little glints of me sparkling, twirling, beautiful, disappeared into all that is and all that will ever be. When I look up, I’m way out in the middle of the lake and Mom is a tiny speck back on the dock. She’s waving her arms, but I can barely see her. I dive under the tube, and then hold it in front of me, using it as a kickboard to get back to Hannah and Adam. Soon it’s time to go.
In the driveway, I tell Hannah I hope I can come over again sometime. Carrying our wet towels, we walk behind Mom toward the Beetle. Over her shoulder she smiles, flashing her nice white teeth and says, "Adam, Janie gets the front."My heart swells with love for Mom. Summer is almost over, but at least we finally got to go someplace fun. We never did get invited back to Hannah’s house though.
***
Today is Memorial Day and we’re at Grandma and Clyde’s for one of their clambakes. The grown-ups make a huge fire pit and they steam buckets and buckets of clams. One time, Dad convinced me to try one. It was salty and slimy but after you got past the slime it was just very chewy. It reminded me of those spit blobs you see on the sidewalks in the morning by school when it starts to get cold out.
Grandma Shea’s parties are usually fun but not today. I’m hiding in her big bathroom closet with a washcloth between my legs because I got hurt. Me and Hilary were outside riding double on the bike down the hill toward the airstrip. I was sitting in front on the banana seat and Hilary was pedaling. My feet rested on the handlebars and we were going fast when we hit a rock. I flew off the seat, landing straddle on the bar. Pain shot up through my privates, into my belly and down through my arms and legs. I fell on the ground in a ball. At first I couldn’t even cry. I had no breath.
"Are you alright? Are you okay?" Hilary kept asking, but I just lay there in the dirt, holding my crotch. "I’ll get Dad."
"No!" I told her. I don’t want Dad looking at my privates. How embarrassing.
"But you’re hurt."
"I’m okay," I lied. "I’m okay."
Picking myself up I limped off to the house, leaving Hilary standing there by her bright green bike with the yellow banana seat.
I’m waiting for Mom and Grandma Shea to get back from the store. "We’ll be right back," they said when they left, but it’s been a really long time.
In the bathroom, I take down my pants and blood is everywhere. I’m all big and puffy down there with a cut down one side.
In the bathroom mirror, lines from my tears cut through the dusty dirt on my face. I want Mom. I’m not letting Dad anywhere near my privates. No way. I walk back into the closet and shut the accordion door behind me.
Slumped on the floor in the dark, I hope Gramma Shea won’t be mad that I ruined her washcloth with my blood. Music is blaring outside and lots of people are here now. It’s throbbing down there. People come in and pee, and they don’t know I’m in the closet. I’m not coming out through. Not ‘til Mom gets back.
Finally I hear their voices. Grandma Shea and Mom are home. They are laughing, paper bags are rustling. I get up and go to the bathroom door and poke my head out.
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