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To Eleanor and Johnny,
for refusing to live a normal life





Lady Bracknell:    Are your parents living?



Jack Worthing:     I have lost both my parents.



Lady Bracknell:    To lose one parent, Mr. Worthing,
                           may be regarded as a misfortune;
                           to lose both looks like carelessness.





                            —Oscar Wilde,
                               THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING EARNEST




PROLOGUE

IF I HAD MY WAY, THIS IS HOW MY LIFE WOULD BE:

I’d sleep in, as usual, because my workday starts at 4:30 P.M. When I finally stirred, around noon, I’d check my phone and see that I’ve already missed two calls from the same number. I’d call my mother, and make plans for Sunday dinner with my parents at their apartment, just over the Verrazano Bridge in Staten Island, starring The Sauce: a cooperative effort involving tomato paste, meatballs, sausage, and a large sheet of pork fat for flavoring. Accompanying The Sauce would be a tomato, onion, garlic, and olive oil salad (no lettuce) in one of their good blue Arabia ware pasta bowls from Finland. I detested this tomato and onion salad (no lettuce!), but I’d make use of it anyway, as the tomato-and-onion-infused olive oil was especially good for dipping the soft, warm Italian bread they’d heated up in the oven.

As I sipped my wine I’d be force-fed a curious cocktail of my mother’s kvetching over every inch of my life, her concern regarding my admittedly shady paramours, her contention that I am not nearly ambitious enough (true), and, as a confusing chaser, beaming pride that her only child lives in “the city,” has a good job, has been published in the Newspaper of Record, and supports herself (as I probably wouldn’t have bothered them for money).

My father would attempt to rein in my mother’s nagging with wisecracks and behind-her-back smirks as he emptied the steaming spaghetti into a colander in the sink. Then, to show he was just kidding, he’d make a funny face and flash his gap-toothed grin, even though he was deeply ashamed of his missing teeth. I’d listen to the two of them fiddling in the kitchen and, sensing dinner was imminent, reluctantly tear myself away from 60 Minutes to set the table with the requisite paper napkin, fork, knife, butter, bread, and glasses, times three. We wouldn’t need a knife to cut the bread, because my father would use the “Italian knife”—his thick, stubby hands. In a few minutes his nose would be running from the liberal dusting of red pepper flakes with which he’d coated his pasta. (He wasn’t really enjoying a red sauce unless it made him cry.) My mother would sit down last, martyr that she is, and finish eating first.

“Oy, I’m gonna bust,” she’d say after the last bite and relax into her chair while my father scooped up seconds. After dinner we’d have “cawfee,” and my dad would nibble on a sfogliatella—a crispy layered Italian pastry stuffed with ricotta cheese—and, while my mother would feign disinterest—“Stop it, Johnny, I have no room!”—a piece somehow always ended up in her mouth.

At the end of the night one of my parents would drive me up the hill to the X1 express bus, which would take me back to Manhattan. They’d let me wait in the car, which was convenient if it was very hot or very cold, until I saw the bright yellow lights of the bus in the rearview mirror. We’d restrict ourselves to small talk—“You got everything? Whaddya doing tomorrow?”—because we knew the bus’s arrival would quickly yank us apart. But before the bus reached the Brooklyn side of the Verrazano, my phone would vibrate and the familiar number would show up on the caller ID and I’d already be deep in conversation with my mother, gabbing about everything and nothing all at once.

“Thank you for coming,” my mother would say.

“Thank you for having me,” I’d say.

“I love you so, so much,” she’d say.

“I love you, too, Mama,” I’d reply, gazing out the window at the sparkling Manhattan skyline, beckoning to me as I made my way through Brooklyn. And then, just when I was about to hang up:

“And, Jenny, you may love him, but your boyfriend is a loser.”

“Ma!” I’d shout into the phone, startling the slumbering weekend commuters on the darkened bus. She always had to have the last word.

The next day my week would begin again, and another after that, until my life changed: marriage, career progression, a family of my own. My parents would have made superb grandparents: my father, so good with kids, so lovable and engaging, and my mother, who gained the trust of children by speaking to them like they were adults. But all of that will never be. I haven’t actually uttered the words “Mama” or “Daddy” in several years, the syllables vanishing from my vocabulary when I wasn’t looking. My parents don’t know where I work; last either of them knew I was waiting tables in a restaurant. I haven’t actually set the table with a napkin, knife, and fork in several years, choosing instead to sit with a plate in front of the television on the rare occasion I prepare a meal at home. My mother didn’t live to see me dye out my grays for the first time, my father didn’t live to see me go to graduate school, or even graduate from college—he missed it by a month. Dad was also spared 9/11, and the Iraq war, and my mother didn’t live long enough to see America elect an African American president, something she would have savored, since she’d traveled down to Washington to hear Martin Luther King, Jr., deliver his “I Have a Dream” speech forty-five years earlier. When (or if) I ever marry, when I have a child, when I finally pay off my student loan debt, all of these things will go unreported to the two people who mattered to me the most. There is no family home to visit on the other side of the Verrazano, no simmering Sauce to be stirred.

I could choke to death on what might have been.

My father died at sixty-four, my mother at seventy-one. They were too young, though I suppose I should be grateful I had them at all. I never imagined I’d live most of my life without parents, but unless I die especially young, that will be my reality. And in a way I hope it is: If there is one thing I have learned to fear, it is death, which has run roughshod over me, robbing me of my family, as I sat helpless to stop it.

But this wasn’t always the case. I had a family, however imperfect, and not that long ago. I had a life, albeit one that doesn’t remotely resemble the one I’m living now. Where there was once a house full of laughter and argument and cooking smells there is now nothing, just a furnished reverie that exists only in my memory. Sometimes I wonder if my time with them was real. I could say I conjured it from the ether and no one would be the wiser, because there is no one left to corroborate my past. As a journalist I have been trained to find two sides to each story, and often more. But now I only have mine.


CHAPTER 1


150 Rockview
Irvine, California
May 1983
•  •  •



I WAS FIVE WHEN THE FBI CAME FOR MY FATHER. TWICE. THE FIRST time, I was alone with him in our two-story condo in Turtle Rock, a new development in Irvine, California, when two agents knocked on our door one sunny afternoon just before Christmas. They wanted to arrest him right then but couldn’t, as I would be left home alone, so he called my mother, who sped to the house with her boss. When they arrived, agents cuffed my father and took him away. I turned to my mom’s boss, also a family friend of ours, and asked him, “Jesse, are they arresting my daddy?”

“No, honey,” Jesse replied, kneeling down next to me. “It’s not real. They’re making a movie.” Of course I didn’t know it was the FBI who had come to take my father, nor do I remember my father being led away in cuffs or my exchange with Jesse—my mother told me about it years later. But that episode represents the final blind spot in my memory, as I remember everything after that.

Christmas was kind of a bust without Dad, so my mother and I decamped for our next door neighbors’. Virginia and Al had two teenagers, Monica and Albert, Jr., whom I adored. Albert chased me around the house as I squealed with delight and taught me his foolproof Rubik’s Cube strategies: either remove the stickers or take the thing apart piece by piece and reassemble. Monica, sixteen, gorgeous, and popular, tried to give me makeovers with her scary metal eyelash curler—I refused—and took me along when she and her brother “borrowed” a neighbor’s car from the supermarket parking lot. My mother fetched my presents and placed them under their tree, and on Christmas Eve I curled up with Monica in her bed while my mother slept in solitude next door. But when I awoke Christmas morning, to my surprise, my father bounded through the front door wearing his bathrobe and carrying a cup of coffee, nonchalant as the cloudless sky.

“Hey, kids!” he called out in his cigarette-scarred Brooklyn singsong. At the sound of his voice I shot up and bolted downstairs into his waiting arms, and he scooped me up and threw me onto his shoulders. I was in heaven.

Until they came again, some months later. My cousin Kara was visiting from Miami at the time. She was sixteen and improbably blond, since my mother’s family was populated with raven-haired Russian Jews. Kara was involved with a Colombian dealer on the lower rung of one of Miami’s drug cartels, and their relationship was so toxic that her mother, Rita—my mother’s youngest sister—had shipped her west and enrolled her in University High School just to separate them. The distance didn’t help, as Kara and Miguel burned up our phone line for so many consecutive hours that she wore a hole in the seat of one of our rattan chairs. But when my parents were at work she let me eat all the grape jelly sandwiches I wanted, so she was fine in my book.

My father was a carpet cleaner with his own business, C&C Carpets—which stood for Cassese and Cassese, our last name—and my mother stayed at home with me until my first day of school, when she handed me off to my preschool teacher, who held me on her lap while she addressed the class because I was crying so hard. I was an only child and begged my mother for more siblings, but she patiently explained why she couldn’t have any more. “I had a cesarean,” she said, nudging her pants down and pointing out the horizontal white scar situated in one of the folds of her burgeoning middle-aged belly. Because she had spent every day of the past five years with me she was more like my sister, and we developed quite a bit of friction: I’d egg her on with my petulant mouth, which could whip her into a frenzy, and she would retaliate by whacking my backside with her hand, her hairbrush, or whatever was available, until her long brown hair frizzed and her almond eyes burned with fury. Once she broke one of her wooden spatulas on my ass. We laughed about that when I was older.

My mother had appointed herself the disciplinarian, the “no” person, leaving my father the role of yes man. Where my mother sought to curb my calorie intake, my father left Twix and Skor bars under my pillow and pretended not to notice when I crawled into his nightstand and raided his stash of Baby Ruths and Red Vines. After dinner he’d let me dip my finger in his scotch, and even though its fiery malt burned my mouth, I appreciated the gesture. After my mother tucked me in at night, my father would tiptoe up the stairs and rouse me from sleep by playing King of the Mountain, wrestling me for dominance of the bed. “Don’t stimulate her!” my mother would shout from the bottom of the stairs. We’d then lie flat on our backs, face each other, and join the soles of our feet in a reciprocal bicycle motion and he would sing to me, encouraging me to join in:


Daisy, Daisy,
Give me your answer, do!
I’m half crazy
All for the love of you!
It won’t be a stylish marriage,
I can’t afford a carriage,
But you’ll look sweet upon the seat
Of a bicycle built for two.



Then he’d hurl me heavenward and hoist me up onto his shoulders, and even though I was afraid of heights I always lost my fear around him. When I had nightmares it was my father who rescued me from the bogeymen, bounding up the stairs like a bunny rabbit to save me from the dancing clown who popped up in my dreamscape and frightened me so. He would drive me to kindergarten every morning and we’d make up silly songs, usually riffs on pop and musical theater classics, with slight alterations. Like my father’s signature “How Are Things in Guacamole?”—an homage to the more traditional “How Are Things in Glocca Morra?” from Finian’s Rainbow, which he’d warble in his gravelly baritone. (I was raised in the 1980s by parents who grew up in the 1930s and ’40s, and it showed.) My father brought home colored pencils and tried in vain to pass on his talent and enthusiasm for drawing, and even though it was apparent that I hadn’t inherited his substantial gift he plugged away with me anyway, buying me how-to books on the craft that spoke to young children. When I had chicken pox at three, strep throat that made me vomit all over him at four, or that nasty bout of diarrhea that sent me home from school at five, he came home from work with armfuls of stuffed animals, coloring books, or candy. When I was a little older, my mother informed me with a hint of chagrin that my first word had been “Da.” Apparently my father had indoctrinated me while my mother took a short solo trip and she returned to find him triumphant over my newly acquired verbal skills.
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My father and me, 1978. Note the gun rack on the wall.

Daddy took me trick-or-treating; Daddy bought me Slurpees that gave me brain freeze; Daddy told me that the oceans were formed by dinosaur pee, and I believed him. Daddy heroically caught a little boy before he could crack his head open as he fell off the carousel in South Coast Plaza, cementing his status as my savior. Daddy also nearly lost me to an undertow in Laguna Beach, giving me root beer to chase the salt water out of my nose, and even though I could have died I didn’t hold it against him. My day wasn’t complete until I heard the keys jangling from his belt as he approached our front door after work every night; as soon as it opened I’d jump up as if on a spring and run to greet him. “Daddy’s home!” I’d scream, loud enough for the whole block to hear. My adoration of my father was such that I turned to my mother one day and announced, “I like Daddy better.” Her face crumpled; it must have been a parenting nightmare come true.

One night after dinner there was a knock at the door. I was sitting on the stairs when it happened, gazing upon Kara and my parents as they cleared the dining room table. Before I knew what was happening, Kara ushered me into my bedroom and closed the door. “Let’s play, Jenny,” she said, and tried to engage me in a coloring book or a board game or my wooden blocks. I really can’t remember what tricks she used to try to pull my focus, because I was so intent on opening that door. Whenever her back was turned for the slightest window of time I took it, bum-rushing the door and prying it open. “Daddy!” I yelled, until Kara pulled me back into the bedroom by my shirttails. When her back was turned I ran for it again, and this time she pulled me back by my hair. I tried again and again; we replayed this scene until we were both breathless and sweaty. Finally my mother came upstairs and opened the door, freeing me. But when I got downstairs my father was gone. He never said goodbye.

My parents probably wanted to avoid the scene of his previous arrest—they couldn’t exactly say that he was filming another movie—but as a result I was left with only my imagination to explain his absence. Kara flew home soon after that and my mother left me in the care of the family of one of my classmates, a girl I couldn’t stand. Her mother, Rifka, kept kosher, which I was not used to, as I’d been raised largely without my mother’s Jewish influence. My classmate, whose name eludes me now, treated me like an interloper, a second-class citizen. One night I complained that I was hungry and she ran into the kitchen and came back with a cracker crumb. “Here,” she said sarcastically, extending the crumb on her fingertip. “Thanks anyway,” I said, and threw the covers over my head. She teased me because I ate the skin on my chicken—it was my favorite part!—and her mother didn’t discourage her, instead warning me that swallowing the skin would make me throw up. (Certainly not more than the egg noodles and ketchup she called “pasta.”) After three days I pleaded with Rifka to let me call my mother. Through tears, I begged her to pick me up, and she did, even though it was very late at night. On the way home we got a flat tire—it seemed nothing could go right for us. As the car sagged and thumped its way back to Irvine, I told my mother I didn’t want her to ever leave me again. “Please, Mommy,” I begged her.

“I promise, baby,” she said, a promise just ready-made to break.

Some days later my mother took me to a building in downtown Santa Ana where, after walking through a metal detector, I found myself staring at my father through a thick plate of glass. My mother had explained on the ride up that he was in a “correctional facility,” which I could refer to either as “corrections” or “the facility.” I was so happy to see his gentle, familiar face, but I screamed like a banshee when he couldn’t come home with us. Talking to him through a telephone that hung off the wall seemed preposterous when he was right there in front of me. Why couldn’t I sit on his lap? “Be a good girl for Mommy,” he said before my mother carried me out, his voice sounding hollow and tinny over the phone. “I’ll be home soon, I promise.”

It was the spring of 1983 and I was due to finish kindergarten. When my mother brought me home from my last day of school I found our apartment empty, our furniture and possessions having been put in storage. “Mommy, why?” I asked, sad to leave our house, the only one I’d ever remembered living in. She told me we were going to New York, a place I’d never been, where she and my father had grown up. Because my mother was afraid to fly we had to take a train, and Phil, my father’s partner at C&C, drove us to the Amtrak station. I understood that my father was also headed to New York and we were going there to join him, but he apparently had another way of getting there.

For four days we rumbled eastward, sleeping and eating and playing so many hands of War that our cards bent and softened from all the shuffling. I annoyed my mother by making silly faces in the mirror. “Stop it!” my mother scolded, annoyed by all that she could not control. And then: “Oy, I need a Valium.”

We got stuck in a snowstorm around Denver and my mother took me outside and pointed out the snow, the first time I’d ever seen the stuff. To lull me to sleep each night, my mother, though harried and chain-smoking and shedding pounds by the day, was an oasis of calm as she sang “Dona Dona,” her signature lullaby in her fragile soprano—first in English, then in Hebrew—and stroked my butt-length brown hair:


How the winds are laughing,
they laugh with all their might.



“I like the donut song,” I murmured before I fell asleep.

We disembarked into a New York I can’t quite pull into focus save for the lights on the Verrazano Bridge, a glittering necklace suspended in the night sky that dazzled my young, unsophisticated eyes. We didn’t have bridges in Orange County; Irvine still had tumble-weed rolling down the street. (I’m not kidding—the day we moved to 150 Rockview, a big round piece of brush blew past my mother’s front fender. “I don’t believe this,” she gasped, horrified.) Instead of tumbleweeds New York had litter, even in Staten Island, which is where my father’s brother Frankie and his family lived and where my mother and I were going to stay. For how long, I didn’t know. But I cringed as I stepped over a broken bottle on a sidewalk in Annadale. My mother laughed: “My daughter has never seen glass in the street, can you believe it?” she reported to Frankie’s family. But California’s surfaces had been pristine, honeysuckle and hibiscus blooming even in a planned development like Turtle Rock, where their fragrance beckoned from every traffic island.

One day my mother and I took a trip back over the Verrazano, ending up in a neighborhood lined with cobblestoned streets, which I had also never seen, and which fascinated me. She led me into a building, and after we passed through various layers of security, there he was.

Still tan and healthy, with his prematurely gray comb-over and strapping lean muscle mass, my father greeted us once again with “Hey, kids!” like everything was hunky-dory.

“Daddy!” I squealed, and ran into his arms. He wasn’t behind glass in this facility; this time we sat with him in the open at a long table with other people wearing the same color uniform. I got to see him, smell him, peck him on the cheek; I was thrilled. He bounced me up and down on his lap for a while as he talked to my mother, but I wasn’t paying any mind to their conversation. At the end of the hour I got yanked away, and I cried and reached for him as my mother carried me out of the facility. She appeased me with Hostess cupcakes purchased from a snack truck outside, and I stopped crying as soon as my mouth was stuffed with chocolate.

Before the weather got really hot my mother and I were on Amtrak again, this time headed to North Miami Beach to stay with Aunt Rita. Thirty-seven and leggy, Rita had grown up with my mother and their sister, Arline, in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Manhattan Beach. While my mother’s almond eyes made her appear Asian, by some twist of genetic fate Rita resembled a Spanish goddess. Her olive skin and curly brown hair, christened with golden-flecked highlights, attracted male attention all over Miami, usually of the damaged variety. Already twice divorced, Rita lived in a sixth-floor apartment on the Intracoastal Waterway with Kara, who was now engaged to Miguel.
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My mother (left) and Rita clad in their
beloved St. John Knits, 1983.

“Will Daddy be there, too, Mommy?” I asked on the train.

“Maybe,” she said, “Daddy might come later.”

“Mommy, do you know everything?” I asked, wanting to be sure before I continued with my line of questioning.

“Yes,” she said, without missing a beat.

“Then why can’t he come now?” I asked, frustrated.

“Shhhh, my little peanut-face, take a nap.” She stroked my hair and stared out the window as the orange groves flew past and softly sang another lullaby from her repertoire:


And even though we ain’t got money
I’m so in love with ya honey,
And everything will bring a chain of love.
And in the morning when I rise
You bring a tear of joy to my eyes,
And tell me everything is gonna be all right.



It was a song she sometimes sang to soothe me when we took long car rides. It took on new meaning as we journeyed south into the unknown, into a part of the world populated with questions that yielded few answers—for her or for me.


CHAPTER 2


North Bay Road
North Miami Beach, Florida
July 1983
•  •  •



MY MOTHER AND I HAD ONLY BEEN IN FLORIDA A FEW DAYS when she had to leave. As she waved goodbye from the window of her northbound train, Rita held me close and tried to dam the flow of my tears. “Maaaaaaa,” I wailed, unable to conceive of another separation from another parent. Rita, helpless, could think of only one thing that might cheer me up.

“Hey, Jenbo,” she said, using her newly coined nickname for me. “You want some ice cream?” Rita gave everyone nicknames: My mother was Swellenor, because her tiny frame had become uncharacteristically bloated when she was pregnant with me; my father was Yonny, because Rita dropped the J from everyone’s name, and by that same principle, Kara became Yisa and I was also sometimes Yenny; and Rita was Retard, and sometimes Tardy, because, as she liked to joke, “I’m manually retarded.” This stemmed from her inability to operate even the most basic electronics.

“Ice cream?” I asked, abandoning my sorrow as quickly as it came. “Yes! I want chocolate ice cream!” And with that, Rita had cemented her status as Favorite Aunt.

In my mother’s absence I woke with Rita just before eight and we headed down to the pool, where I shimmied into my yellow tube and floated all afternoon, bronzing my skin until the Mexican family down the hall assumed I was one of them. (They were Mexican Jews, so they were half right.) When we came back to the air-conditioned apartment around lunch, Rita would grab the bag of Milky Way bars out of the freezer and we’d chase them with Coca-Cola. Then she’d rub some Banana Boat on my skin and we’d go back down for more. When the sun set we’d fix fresh bagels and lox for dinner and watch reruns of Love, American Style and Bewitched. Later in the evening Rita would give me her lingerie to play dress-up, and I’d walk out in her four-inch Ferragamos and a negligée so big that it trailed behind me. She’d laugh until she snorted, and hand me more of her designer duds to model: bikinis, slip dresses, her prized St. John Knits. She’d paint my lips with Saint, her favorite shade of red lipstick (and my mother’s). Before bed I’d get to stretch out in her long bathtub and she’d fill it up with warm water mixed with Spring Green Vitabath, a treat I’d never before enjoyed. I was in the lap of luxury, and I loved it.

But some days when I’d wander into Rita’s bedroom and take a nap on the little mattress she’d placed near the ocean-facing window for me, I’d gaze out onto the Intracoastal and try to conjure my father through sheer mental force. “Daddy, please appear, right now,” I’d say into the air. Then I’d turn toward the bedroom door and repeat in my head, “Daddy, walk through this door right this second. Please, Daddy, if you can hear me, please come back for me.” But he didn’t hear me, and the door stayed shut.

“How long have I been here?” I asked Rita one day as I dressed and undressed my Barbie dolls.

“A month,” she said from the couch, where she was reclining and watching TV.

“How long is a month?” I asked.

“Thirty days,” she said. She was sucking on sour balls from Winn-Dixie. I crawled up and grabbed some. She kept them around the apartment in glass jars and they were quickly becoming my favorites.

“How much longer will I be here?” I asked. “When is Daddy coming home?”

“I don’t know, Jenbo,” she said, concerned. “Soon.”

Sometimes I annoyed Rita, too, and since Kara and Miguel were off doing their own thing, our relationship became tense, like the one my mother and I had shared in solitude in Irvine. One night we had an argument over what to eat for dinner—“I want Cheerios!” I insisted; “You can’t have Cheerios for dinner, Jenny!”—and she smacked me across the face and split my lip with one of her long nails.

“I want Mommy!” I wailed; but my mother would have done the same thing. I stared out the window at the orange and purple sky and fantasized about Cheerios until Rita came back in and apologized. She looked pained. I guess we all were.

My mother did come back, though we knew she would have to leave again. Not that Rita’s life didn’t have its share of excitement. When my mother wasn’t around, Rita had all kinds of interesting friends over, often into the wee hours, and they’d camp out in her bedroom. Whenever the door opened I got a whiff of cigarette smoke, except it didn’t smell like her usual cigarettes. One night I finally got to see the source of those funny-smelling cigarettes up close. Rita was lying on her bed watching TV next to a small orange contraption that looked like a mini paper towel holder lying on its side. In it she put a thin piece of paper from a package marked “Zig Zag,” which looked like the tracing paper I’d used to copy Daddy’s drawings, and sprinkled some stuff on it that looked like dried bits of grass. It went through the roller and came out looking like a cigarette.

“Rita, what’s that?” I asked, mesmerized by the process.

“This?” she asked, holding up her homemade creation. “This is a Turkish cigarette. Your aunt Rita smokes a lot of Turkish cigarettes.” My aunt Rita also liked smoking a lot of regular cigarettes, and often fell asleep with a lit one dangling between her elegantly manicured fingers.

My mother went up and down the coast all summer, though I don’t know how long she stayed in each place. Time to me then was like lava, somehow creeping and bubbling its way forward without my consent. When my mother was finally in Florida to stay, I took it to mean that my father was here, too.

“When do I get to see Daddy?” I asked, excited, after her train pulled in.

She sighed. “Honey, we can’t,” she replied.

“Why not? Isn’t he here, too?”

“He is,” she said. “He’s in another facility. But this facility is different.” As long as my father was in corrections in Florida, I didn’t get to visit him. Which was probably better; I was tired of feeling so frustrated when he couldn’t come home with us.

“Mama, I have one more question,” I said.

“What?” she said, exasperated.

“Why would somebody smoke the grass?”

She stopped and clenched her jaw. “Where did you hear that?”

“Well, I heard Aunt Rita talking about grass. Why would somebody want to smoke the lawn?” Perhaps it was an odd delicacy, like Rita’s Turkish cigarettes?

“They’re not smoking the lawn, Jenny,” she said, stifling a laugh.

One day my mother took me to an apartment in Miami and introduced the shy twenty-three-year-old inside. “Jenny,” she said, “this is your sister, Angela. Angela, this is the brat, my little peanut-face, Jenny.”

“I’m Jennifer Cassese Mascia,” I said, pronouncing each syllable of our other last name with pride: MASS-see-ya. “But you can call me Jenbo.” My mother smiled at Angie and turned to me.

“Jenny, we don’t have to say ‘Cassese’ anymore,” she said. “And your Daddy isn’t Frank anymore, either. People are going to call him John now. No more Frank.” I was confused. She called my father “Frank” in public but “Johnny” around the house.

“But aren’t Frank and John the same name?” I asked. Like William and Bill, or Richard and Dick. One was a nickname for the other. Wasn’t it? Suddenly we had new names and I was finally meeting one of my siblings.

“JENNY, DID I EVER TELL you that you have two sisters and a brother?” my father had asked as he tried to teach me to draw at our big round glass dining room table in Irvine.

“I have brothers and sisters?” I’d replied, overjoyed at the prospect. “Where are they?”

“They live in Miami, which is where you were born,” he said.

“Are they coming to visit, too?” My grandpa Frank and grandma Helen—my father’s parents—had already been to Irvine to visit, as had Aunt Rita, though I barely remembered her visits.

“No, not yet, Jenny Penny,” he said, using his nickname for me. “They can’t come visit us here yet. But—”

“Why not?” I asked. “I want to meet them!”

“I’ll show you pictures,” he promised, and went upstairs. He came back down with a manila folder filled with drawings on yellowing paper. There was a bold pencil rendering of Sid Caesar and Imogene Coca, a comic book character named Captain Comet, Mickey Mouse and Daffy Duck, the dresser in someone’s house, a Camel ad come to life, a ’59 Ford, shaded powder blue, and a list of “Old Songs to Remember”—“The Still of the Night” by the Five Satins, “Tears on My Pillow” by the Imperials, “I Only Have Eyes for You” by the Flamingos. He pulled out a piece of paper dated “Dec. 11, 1958,” and on it a smiling girl younger than me with a pageboy haircut pulled a blanket around her little body; she looked off to the right and smiled slightly.

“This is Tina, she’s your half-sister,” he said. Then he pulled out another sheet of paper, a smaller square, dated “11-14-59.” It was a woman with dark lips and upswept hair accented with light pink. She wore a pink wrap and had pearls dangling from her ears.

“This girl right here, her name is Marie,” he explained. “When I was very young, Marie and I were married. I loved Marie very much, but I was bad and dated all her friends when she went away to summer camp.”

“You didn’t!” I said. “Daddy!”

He laughed and pulled up his right sleeve and flexed his considerable biceps. There he had a blue bird with the name “Marie” etched in cursive underneath it. “I got this in Coney Island when I was nineteen,” he said. “They colored it in with needles.”

“Needles?” I asked, flinching instinctively. I was so scared of needles, and medicine in general, that when I scratched my cornea with a piece of plastic my father had to bribe me with a Snoopy Sno-Cone machine before I let him put the drops in my eye.

“You think that’s bad, kiddo, look at this,” he said, and rolled up his other sleeve. On his left arm was another blue bird, this time with “Johnny” written there.

“Daddy!” I said. Then: “I want a tattoo!”

“No,” he said, sternly.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Please, Jenny,” he said, exasperated, like I was already a rebellious sixteen-year-old. “What if you marry a doctor one day?” I imagined myself a doctor’s wife, clad in a nurse’s uniform.

“So you got the tattoo because you were married?” I asked, wondering even at that tender age whether my mother had a problem with it.

“Yes,” he said.

“But you’re married to Mommy,” I pointed out.

“I’m married to Mommy now,” he said. “But Marie and I were married when we were very young. I was nineteen and she was fifteen, and that was when we had your half-sister, Christina,” he said, pointing to his drawing. “Tina.”

“Tina,” I said, trying it out. “How old is Tina, Daddy?”

“Tina is, uh, let me see,” he said, doing the arithmetic in his head but theatrically counting on his stubby sausage fingers for my benefit. “If she was born in ’fifty-six, that would make her twenty-six now,” he said. “She will be twenty-seven in September.”

“I was born in November,” I said.

“That’s right,” he said, still shading in his characters. He could have been an illustrator for Disney, he was that good. “You were born November 22, and your motha and I were married on the nineteenth. Three days before you were born.”

“Nooooooo!” I said, laughing. He frequently made this joke, and it annoyed my mother no end. “Don’t tell her that, Johnny!” my mother would protest. “She’ll tell all her friends one day and they’ll think I was schwangered when we got married. Jenny, your father and I were married in 1976; you were born in ’seventy-seven.” Knowing my mother as well as I do now, I can’t believe something like that ever mattered to her, when so much about her life was so utterly unconventional.

“Your other sister,” my father continued, “is named Angela. She lives in Florida, too, with Tony, who is your brother. Tony is, madonn’, how old is Tony now, El?” he shouted into the kitchen.

“Uhhhhh … Tony is … he must be nineteen now, Johnny? Twenty?” my mother called back.

And now here was Angela, the sister closest to my age, standing before me in the city where I was born. I took her in: brown hair and brown eyes, like me, and a grin so infectious and sincere it gave her chipmunk cheeks. She bent down and hugged me, then leaned in for a much longer hug with my mom.

“How have you been, Ange?” my mother said into her neck as she patted her back.

“Good, good. Eleanor, god, it’s been so long,” she said. My mother left me for the day with Angela, who let me stand on her coffee table and sing my favorite song on her karaoke machine, “What a Feeling” from Flashdance. I was so obsessed with that movie that my mother came back from Nordstrom one afternoon with an off-the-shoulder pink sweatshirt with a cut-out neck, just like Jennifer Beals. Never mind that I was five.

Next I got to meet my other sister, Tina. “Well, how are you, Miss Jennifer?” Tina said after my mother introduced us. “It’s very nice to meet you, but we’ve met before. I was your first babysitter.” She looked at my mother and beamed, then turned to me, awaiting my response.

“I need a Valium,” I replied. Tina suppressed laughter while my mother slowly shook her head and sighed.

Tina was married to a man named Bill, who was closer to my mom’s age. They lived in Indian River Estates and had a dog I fell head-over-heels in love with, a golden retriever named Bridget. I ran around Tina’s property with Bridget in tow, waging duels with tree branches and composing musical theater. My mother sometimes left me with Tina for weekends, probably figuring I needed a change of scenery. I liked her immediately; she reminded me of my father. Plus, she gifted me with my first Cabbage Patch Kid, procured from a friend who was on the waiting list at the toy store.

That September my mother enrolled me in first grade at Bay Harbor Elementary, which signaled that she wasn’t sure when my father was going to be able to leave the facility. I hated school there; I found myself lost in my classes, which had many more students than I was used to. Lessons rushed right past me, and while everyone else copied down notes from the overhead projector I doodled absentmindedly in my notebook, or reread the letters my father had sent me from the facility, adorned with Mickey Mouse and characters from the Peanuts gang. I got punished for talking during class and spent most recesses picking trash off the carpet, which suited me just fine, as socializing in a school this large overwhelmed me. One day, my frustrated teacher opened the door to the classroom, which faced the street, and instructed me to keep watch for my father.

“You just stand there and wait for your daddy to come and get you so he can punish you,” she told me. I searched the traffic for his red Oldsmobile, wishing it were that easy to bring him back to me.

IN OCTOBER, I FINALLY got my wish. My mother had been gone all day, and when she waltzed through Rita’s front door my father was standing behind her, wearing his familiar beige cable-knit sweater.

“Hey, kiddo!” he called to me. I ran into his arms like a cheetah, colliding with him with such force that I could have broken my neck. He scooped me up and threw me onto his shoulders, and I was home again. It was my mother’s birthday, October 12, and she called it “the best birthday present I ever got in my life.” I have a photograph that was taken later that night, in which I am sitting on his lap and he is holding out his cheek for me to kiss. I’m tan and topless—I was still young enough to pull that off—and my hair is long and brown. He looks thinner than I remember him being, and his arms are wrapped firmly around me. We were whole again.

[image: ]

The night my father was released from jail, Miami, October 1983.

We didn’t leave Florida right away, as we were out of money. I gathered as much when my father was installed as the new line cook at Bagels and Donuts, where Rita was the manager. I celebrated the last day of 1983 at the counter watching my father flip burgers and fry eggs, and at the end of the night I got my first sip of champagne.

I don’t remember saying our goodbyes, but by spring we were on the road again, this time in a car. My mother, amused by our plight, sang “On the Road Again” incessantly as we spent a week traversing the dusty Southwest. We got caught in a sandstorm near the ArizonaCalifornia border, and since there were no rest stops as far as the eye could see, I got out and peed right there on the road as the sand stung my ears and eyes. To pass the time as we inched toward Orange County, my mother and I crafted a shopping list for when we finally got our own place. “Ivory soap,” she recited as she stroked my hair, “Cheerios, maple syrup, balsamic vinegar, extra virgin olive oil, Gold’s horseradish, the purple kind; heavy cream for my coffee and half & half for Daddy’s coffee; Yuban coffee; Dijon mustard; Uncle Ben’s; shampoo; capers, nonpareil—”

“Mommy, what does ‘nonpareil’ mean?” I’d ask.

“You know, I’m actually not sure,” she admitted.

“But Mommy, I thought you knew everything,” I said. It had to be true; she’d said it.

“Well, I know everything but this, all right?” she snapped, then continued with her inventory in more soporific tones: “Valencia oranges, grapefruit, romaine lettuce, Baker’s chocolate squares, so we can make brownies”—her brownies were deliciously decadent and dusted with a thin coating of powdered sugar, which she dumped into a sieve and gently shook over the plate.

“Mommy, do you remember when you made zeppoles?” I asked. Another of her powdered sugar delicacies.

“Yes,” she said. “Those were good, huh?”

“And that stuff you made that night with Daddy, I loved it, it was brown and burned a little, those dry fish pieces. Mommy, what was it?” I couldn’t erase the flavor from my mind, nor the scene, at our condo in Turtle Rock, of her and my father laughing as they dabbed the sluglike pieces of fish on paper towels to absorb the oil.

“Calamari,” she said, but pronounced it “calamah.”

“And it wasn’t supposed to be burnt,” she added, tightening her lips into a firm pout, as if someone had pulled a drawstring on either side of her mouth. It was her signature scowl and she employed it until the end of her life.

“Mommy, can we make it again?” I asked. “And zeppoles, can we make those, too, just you, me, and Daddy?” I wanted to have our life back, just the three of us. So did she.

“Soon,” she said. “Very soon.”
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