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For the voice at the other end of the telephone, my agent and friend—and an irreplaceably astute reader—Robert Cornfield. With love.
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A Biography of Joyce Maynard



Well she grew up hard and she grew up fast

In the age of television

And she made a vow to have it all

It became her new religion

Oh, down in her soul, it was an act of treason

Oh, down they go for all the wrong reasons

—from the song “All the Wrong Reasons”



I



CAROL STONE

JUST TO GIVE YOU an idea of Susie. What a go-getter she was, right from the start. I can remember back when we lived on Sunrise Lane, her standing in front of the mirror, giving weather reports. She couldn’t have been more than three years old at the time. I mean, this girl had a goal in life, and the determination to pursue it. You know how some little girls say they want to be fairy princesses or ballerinas when they grow up? That wasn’t Susie. Right from the start, she had her feet on the ground and she knew what she wanted. I remember one time, we were watching the “Today” show. This was way back, when they still had Barbara Walters, for goodness sake, and my Susie’s pointing to her on the screen telling me, “That’s what I want to be someday, Mommy. I’m going to be on TV.”

And now of course, she is. Every night. It’s just not the way we pictured it. God, look at me. They said this mascara was waterproof. I’m writing a letter to the company.

And she was good at it too. Earl and I can show you her tapes. We got one of the first home video cameras they made—back when you still had to carry around a battery pack—just so we could tape Susie’s broadcasts. She had this news show— “Suzanne’s World.” You’ve never seen anything so cute. She’d report on what was going on in the neighborhood—so-and-so got a puppy, so-and-so’s grandparents came to visit. But the way she did it, it was just like a real TV newscaster. “Now back to you, Faye,” she’d say, at the end of her report. Faye was the anchorwoman. Earl ran the camera. But Susie was the star.

Back in those days, she was always self-conscious about her nose. Which I always thought was fine just the way it was. But it was typical of Suzanne that she started planning for the plastic surgery from—what?—fifth grade? Sixth at the most. We finally got it taken care of when she was twelve, but in the meantime, she worked out all these little tricks for deemphasizing her nose with contour brushes and so forth. Every time we’d take her picture, she had this certain angle she liked to tilt her head. I’d show you, but after the operation she up and threw away every one of those old portraits, if you can believe it.

If you want to know the truth—and we never told Suzanne this, naturally—Earl and I were sort of upset after the swelling came down from her surgery. Maybe her nose was a tad bigger than average in the first place, but the new one was awfully small, and kind of tilted up. Earl said we should sue, but how would that have made Suzanne feel? The main thing was, she was happy.

And popular? I’m telling you, by the time that girl was thirteen, Earl had to have another phone line put in for Susie’s calls. We had boys knocking on the door just to get a look at her. Older boys, too—seventeen, eighteen—asking her out when she was still in junior high. Of course Earl and I said no. We always ran a tight ship. Not that Susie would have done anything, anyway. This was a young lady with a head on her shoulders. “You know, Mom,” she used to tell me, “I just don’t have time for a lot of dating. I’ve got to think about my future.”

Not that she was antisocial. We’re not talking about some sort of hermit. I’m telling you, this girl had activities every day of the week. Monday, cheering practice. Tuesday, yearbook. Modeling class, Wednesday nights. Church youth group—if you want to know how ridiculous all this is, let me tell you: she was real active in that. Susie even started a chapter of Students Who Just Say No at the high school. Got right up there in assembly in front of the whole school and made a speech. Cool as a cucumber, like she’d been doing it all her life. Well, of course, she had.

Earl and I never missed watching her cheer. Lancaster High didn’t have that good of a team, but I’m telling you, you never saw better cheerleading. Suzanne was the captain. They had these little maroon skirts—maroon and yellow, those were the colors. Suzanne hated them, but what can you do?—and yellow sweaters with a big L on the front. I remember the day they got the uniforms. Suzanne didn’t think the hem on hers was quite right, so she redid the whole thing. That was Suzanne for you. Always a perfectionist. Always the highest standards. You couldn’t say gymnastics was her specialty, but you’ve never seen a person work so hard on the splits. Every night, when she was on the phone, she’d be sitting there, on the floor, working on that full split of hers. I don’t need to tell you she got it, now do I?

It was always hard for Faye. We knew that. Here’s Susie with that cute little figure of hers, a natural blonde, boys coming round at all hours of the day and night. And there’s Faye starving to death on some new liquid diet. Life isn’t always fair, what can you say? There was our Suzanne getting straight As, and Faye struggling to keep a C average. Suzanne making the ski team. Faye breaking her leg on day one. And then there was Faye’s skin problem. The money we spent on dermatologists.

But Faye was always proud of Susie. I can still see the two of them, Faye pushing Susie down the street in that little stroller of hers down Sunrise Lane, barely out of diapers herself. Telling everyone, “That’s my baby sister.” She just adored Suzanne. Well, who wouldn’t?

So it was no surprise when Larry Maretto started calling her up. I can’t tell you he seemed any more determined than some of the others. But maybe because he wasn’t in school—he was working at his folks’ restaurant—and Suzanne had graduated from college with a degree in media communications and landed a part-time job modeling at the Simpson’s over at the mall while she pursued a position in the media field. They were both ready to start thinking about settling down, I guess you could say. Not that she fell all over him or anything. But she didn’t turn him down, point-blank, like she always used to before.

You couldn’t say she was head over heels. Suzanne never got that way. She was always practical. But she let him keep calling and coming around. And things just slowly developed. I can’t even say when it happened, but before you know it, Larry’s coming by the house every night after work, to take her out, sending flowers, the whole bit. Next thing we know, she’s telling me, “Mom, we need to go shopping for a wedding dress.”

Earl and I had always pictured Suzanne settling down with more of a college type. So I have to admit that at first we had our doubts about Larry, and we told Suzanne as much. But for the first time in her life, it didn’t seem to bother her, making a choice that didn’t exactly please us. It was almost like she was finally having her own little adolescent rebellion or whatever, with this long-haired rock-and-roll drummer of hers. “All my life I’ve been doing what you and Dad wanted, Mom,” Susie said to me. “This time I’m making my own choice.”

And in the end of course, Larry won us over too. Anyone could see he was nuts about her—sending her flowers, writing her poems, songs even, that he played for her on his guitar. Delivering this pizza to the house one night, with her name spelled out in olives. Then giving her that puppy of course. A Lhasa apso. You could tell he was a hard worker. He’d been working in the family business since he was twelve or thirteen, and Earl and I both felt confident that he was done sowing his wild oats and now he was ready to make something of himself.

It was a beautiful wedding. Susie wore this cream-colored silk gown with little seed pearls down the back. She copied her veil from this picture we had of Maria Shriver. Suzanne kept a scrapbook of all the big network newswomen. She could tell you anything you wanted to know about those women—where they got their first news anchor job, what their shoe size was, I’m telling you. So anyway, she had a Maria Shriver wedding veil.

When Larry first started coming around, he had this long hair. Don’t get the wrong idea—he was always clean, but they were just kids, you know. They liked listening to rock music and going dancing at clubs and so forth. Larry had a motorcycle. Although I have to say he always wore a helmet, and he made sure Susie did too.

But by the wedding, they had all that behind them. Larry had sold his motorcycle and cut his hair. His dad made him weekend manager down at the restaurant. I mean, you’ve never seen such a change in a person in such a short time. Suzanne was sending out job applications to TV stations, and finally, right after the honeymoon, the cable station here in town took her on, which was a real breakthrough. She wasn’t in front of a camera yet on a regular basis, but it was a beginning, something for her resume. And you knew it was only a matter of time before she’d move on to something bigger. Larry was behind her a thousand percent.

By the time they got engaged, Suzanne and Larry had saved enough to put a down payment on a cute little condominium. They picked out furniture, carpeting, dishes, you name it. If you want to know how much Larry loved Suzanne, let me tell you: His wedding present to her was a Datsun 280 ZX. Suzanne said that was the same kind of car this reporter drives that’s on Channel 4 all the time. I forget her name.

They went to the Bahamas on their honeymoon. We all got postcards, how beautiful it was, how happy they were. That was June. July 1, Suzanne started her new job and I guess she was a little let down. Her boss had promised her that she’d get a crack at some on-camera work, but it turned out what she did was more in the secretarial line. But Suzanne’s not the kind to give up easily, as you might guess. So when it turned out what they had in mind was not in the reporting line, exactly, Suzanne just took it upon herself to make something of her position. She asked the station manager if she could produce a documentary, on her own time, about the lives of a group of local teenagers—the kind of problems and pressures young people confront these days. Follow them around for a couple months, get to know them, and get to where they trusted her enough to bare their souls, if you will. It was going to be an expose of teen lifestyles, sex, drugs, the whole shooting match. And that’s how it all started. This giant mess.



MARY EMMET

I WAS SUPPOSED TO have an abortion. Sixteen years old, Eddy off to Woodbury with no forwarding address two days after he got the news, my mother and dad on unemployment, calling me a whore. No way I was going to get to keep this baby. I had the appointment all set up. I even got a ride over to the clinic that morning. “Don’t come home without blood in your underpants,” my mom told me. A real softie, that one.

We got there early, so I told Patty, my friend that drove me, to drop me off a couple blocks away. I’d walk the rest. It was May. A real sunny day and the black flies hadn’t come out yet. I stopped at a park—not even a park, just a playing field—where this Little League team was practicing. A bunch of little squirt boys and a coach that looked like he was somebody’s dad. And over on this bench a little ways away, the moms sitting by a cooler, handing out Hi-C and calling out to their kid when it was his turn at bat. Some of them had littler kids too, playing in the dirt. This one mother was pregnant, only not like me. She was showing. Wearing this shirt with an arrow pointing down at her stomach that said FUTURE ALL-STAR. They were all laughing and talking. One had a baby in her lap and it looked like she was nursing him. I guess she was married to the coach, because he came over to her one time, when the kids were taking a break, and gave her a kiss. Not a french kiss or anything, like Eddy used to. This was the type kiss a husband and wife give each other. Just a peck on the cheek, but I saw that and I thought to myself: He doesn’t just want sex out of her. He loves her. They’re a family.

I knew it wasn’t likely that this little amoeba or whatever that I had in my stomach was going to be some big baseball player, or some guy that discovers the cure for cancer. But one thing was for sure. He was my best shot at somebody that would always love me. And he’d be all mine.

There I am. A total fuckup at school. My parents hate me and you know Eddy wishes I’d jump off a bridge. I’m not smart and I’m not pretty, and I’ll never get further than sponging ketchup off the tables at some fast-food restaurant. This baby I got is the most precious thing I ever had, and I’m going to let somebody stick a tube in that sucks it out of me and flush it down the toilet? I must be an even bigger idiot than my father tells me.

I tell myself there are people that have a million dollars, but they can’t have a baby. They fly all over the country having operations, getting sperm donors, hiring women to have one for them, getting doctors to try and fertilize their eggs in a test tube. And here I am, I pulled it off without even trying. It’s the most important thing I ever did or ever will do, most likely.

I sat down on the bench, behind the mothers. I guess I sat there a long time. Thinking about all the same stuff I’d been over a million times already: How am I supposed to pay for the diapers and stuff? How will I ever get another boyfriend if I have a baby? What happens if my dad kicks me out of the house? It’s not like I’m going to be driving some station wagon and talking about trips to Disney World like these mothers. I don’t even have the money to buy my kid a baseball glove. Who am I kidding, thinking I could be someone’s mother?

This little guy with real thick glasses comes up to bat. He’s a shrimp. The batting helmet keeps falling down over his face and he’s all choked up on the bat. Then I see something’s wrong with one of his arms. It’s shriveled up and it looks like some of the fingers are missing. You can tell the kids on the team aren’t that wild about him either. The mother that’s keeping score or whatever mutters something about how his father was drunk when he dropped this kid off. One of the others says he’s always sticking his hands down his pants and she wouldn’t make any bets on him wearing underwear. Lucky her son wears a batting glove. “You’d think it was enough we had him for soccer,” she says.

Frankie, his name was. A little guy that had less than nothing going for him.

OK, I say to myself. It’s up to you, Frankie. Strike out, I’m heading straight over to that clinic to plunk down my two hundred dollars. Get on base and I’m having the baby.

First pitch they throw him, Frankie swings and misses. Second pitch, same thing. Then he lets maybe a dozen good pitches go by. Just stands there grinning, while you can see the dad that’s pitching getting pretty fed up. “Come on now, Frankie,” he says. “Other kids need to get a turn.”

It’s like he doesn’t hear. He keeps waiting as one perfectly good ball after another sails across the plate. Nice easy balls. Ten, maybe fifteen more pitches.

The kids are yelling at him now. “Funky,” they call him. Mothers shaking their heads, looking at their watches. Me, I’m barely breathing.

“OK, Frankie,” says the coach. “This is your last shot.” He releases the ball. Not even a good pitch like those others. It’s way outside. No way is Funky connecting with this one. In my head I’m already climbing up on the table, putting my feet in the stirrups.

He does this little dance, and then he swings like no swing you ever saw, dips the bat low. Taps the ball. Just barely, mind you. You figured the pitcher had to get it, the way the ball wobbled over to him, only it bounced off his glove and past him. Fell to the ground and rolled right between the second baseman’s legs.

So I skipped my appointment at the clinic. Decided then and there to have my baby. And that was my son Jimmy.

But here’s the trick life hands you. You get this kid all right. You love him to death. And just like you figured, he loves you too. You weren’t wrong when you figured this child was going to be the most precious thing you’d ever be handed in your life.

But the joke’s on you. Because once you get this child, what can you do about it but wake up every morning, waiting to see what dreams won’t come true today? Before long, you stop having the dreams altogether. If you’re smart you do.

Jimmy was three weeks old before I could bring him home from the hospital on account of how little he was. Four pounds, two ounces, when he was born. They had him in an incubator.

I’d stand there in the nursery, holding him in my hands, him with this little shirt on that came off my old Tiny Tears doll. His skin was almost transparent, with these blue veins showing through. Legs like chicken wings. No hair, no eyelashes. Fingernails barely sprouted. He was so little he couldn’t even cry. Just made these little squeaking sounds, more like a puppy than a kid.

It was no picnic. My folks wouldn’t let me come back home, so I moved in at Patty’s, put Jimmy in day care when he was five weeks old, got my job at Wendy’s, the three-to-eleven shift.

You think about all this stuff you’ll do when you have a kid. Taking them to the carnival to ride in those little boats. Get their picture taken with Santa, make sand castles at the beach. You picture yourself being one of those mothers pushing the stroller down the street, pushing your kid on the swings. Passing out the Hi-C at baseball games. It never works out like how you pictured. You only have enough tickets for him to ride the little boats four times, and then you got to take him home only he’s crying for another turn. He’s scared of Santa. Your one afternoon off all week to take him to the beach it rains. Or you’re just so tired by the time you get home, you got barely enough energy to stick the frozen pizza in the microwave and turn on the TV.

He was always a good boy, Jimmy. Nights I’d be at work, he’d fix himself supper, get himself to bed even. He learned pretty young not to ask for much, so I hardly ever had to say no. I mean he always loved dogs, but he always knew we couldn’t have a puppy.

Third grade, he wanted to join Little League. Not that he knew the first thing about baseball. It’s not like this was a boy that got to play catch with his dad every night after supper. He just watched games on TV and got the idea in his head that this was his sport. What could be so tricky about running around the bases, you know?

So we signed up for the league. I paid my registration money. We bought him a glove and a bat and I even took him down to this field near our apartment to throw him some balls. Not that I could throw worth beans. But you did the best you could.

Comes the Saturday morning of the tryouts, he takes a bath, wets his hair down, changes his T-shirt three times, he’s so excited. Down at the field, when I fill out the papers on him, and they ask who he played for last year, I write down “Never been on a team before.” The guy in charge looks surprised. “Most boys his age already have some experience,” he says.

“Well this one doesn’t,” I say. You got to start somewhere.

I see a couple of the mothers rolling their eyes, like “What kind of people are these?” and you know they take one look at me and figure out my whole story: She got knocked up when she was a teenager. No dad in the picture. Kid’s a loser.

When Jimmy’s turn comes to bat, they throw him all these pitches, and he never manages to hit one. Finally they set up the T for him, and he kind of taps it. They tag him out. One of the mothers on the bench that doesn’t know this is my son says, “Jesus, let’s hope the Orioles don’t get that one.”

Jimmy stuck it out that season, but he never signed up for a sport again, and we never discussed it.

I should’ve known, that day on the ballpark, heading over to the abortion clinic. Frankie got on base all right. But what happened next was the real story. Next batter up hits a single, and Frankie’s an easy out at second. No way that kid was ever going to score in baseball or in life.

The game’s rigged. Doesn’t everybody know that yet?



EARL STONE

I REMEMBER CAROL AND myself bringing her home from the hospital, in this little pink dress and booties, and Carol saying to me, “You’ll be walking this little girl down the aisle someday.”

“Who’s ever going to be good enough for her?” I said. I guess every father thinks that.

Back when the kids were still in high school and junior high, even, we started putting money aside for their wedding day. Faye too, of course, although she hasn’t found Mr. Right yet. But you knew with Susie it was only a matter of time, and probably not a lot of time either. She isn’t the kind you’d ever want to see in some bargain basement gown either. Suzanne always went for quality.

The things you think of, when the day actually comes. I mean, here you’ve been dreaming and planning for this moment, and now it’s finally there. You’re walking in the church and it’s like it was just yesterday she was up on that stage singing “High Hopes.” You remember the time she had scarlet fever and you stayed up with her all night, trying to bring the fever down by putting her in the tub every couple hours. Family trip to Washington, D.C. Her twirling her baton in the Fourth of July parade, and this friend of mine leaning over to me and saying, “Watch out for that daughter of yours, Earl. She’s going to be a heartbreaker.”

She never gave us a minute’s worry. Never the drugs. Never the late nights staying up waiting for her to come home, and she’s past curfew. Only worry she gave us was that she pushed herself too hard. “Ease up a little, Susie,” we’d say. “It’s not the end of the world if you get a B. Nobody’s going to die if you don’t make captain of the cheering squad.” But of course, she always did make it. Every goal she set herself, she attained it.

Do I need to tell you her mother bawled like a baby, watching her come down the aisle? It’s the day we’d looked forward to all our lives. I never felt such pride. And her, she’s got that ten-million-dollar smile. We never even needed to get her braces.

As she gets to the pew where her mother’s standing, she turns to Carol and blows her a kiss. “Thanks, Dad,” she says to me. I want to tell you. It was too much.

And there’s Larry, standing there at the altar, waiting for her, looking like he’s about to bust himself. And Faye of course, the maid of honor. Always so proud of her little sister.

When the priest asked, “Who gives this woman to marry this man?” Carol squeezes my hand tight and we both say, “We do.” Just like we’re one person, one voice. That’s how we felt.

There was kind of a funny moment there when the priest said to Larry, “You may kiss the bride.” And of course she still had the veil partly covering her face, so he had to lift it up and push it back over her face. Only he had a little trouble finding the edge. You know how it is when you keep trying to get one of those Glad bags open, and you just can’t get the edges separated? Of course after a few seconds he got it and everyone laughed and he kissed her.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” says the priest. “May I introduce to you Mr. and Mrs. Larry Maretto.” Everyone clapped. The two of them just stood there for a minute or two, just to give everyone a photo opportunity.

Have you ever seen a nicer-looking couple? Wouldn’t you just think, to look at them, they were headed for a wonderful life?



JIMMY EMMET

IT WASN’T MY IDEA. It was Russell got me into it. Always was a peckerhead.

It’s, I don’t know, September, October maybe. October I guess, because I didn’t have my license yet. Got my license November 8, day I turned sixteen. Man I’d been waiting a long time for that day.

We’re outside school, having a smoke, when she pulls up in that Datsun of hers. Steps out like some chick in a commercial—first all you see is her legs in those high-heel shoes. Didn’t even see her face right off, just that leg. Fuck if that doesn’t give you a boner, says Russell.

Her nose was kind of funny, but to me she still looked pretty. And knew it. She bends over so her rear end’s in our face, reaching for her damn briefcase or some shit. Then she just stands there a minute, leaning against her car, and she runs her tongue over her lips, like you know women do because they saw it in a movie and they know it makes guys hot.

And then she heads into the school, tossing her hair when she passes us, wiggling her butt, the works. “Some cunt,” Russell says to me, loud enough I bet she heard. Not that she let on. “Wouldn’t I like to bang that?”

Me, I’m just standing there letting my cigarette burn down. She was close enough that I could smell this perfume she was wearing. But you know, she might as well’ve been heading to Mars, for all the hope I had of getting in her pants. I’m fifteen years old at this point, and I know I’m never going to have a piece of ass like that. They’ll strut by you with their I-got-the-pussy attitude, but they’ll keep on walking. I might as well be a piece of dog shit.

She shows up at our health class that morning. It turns out her name’s Mrs. Maretto, and she’s some TV reporter making a video about teen life. She wants to interview a bunch of kids about their thoughts on all these subjects like, How Do You Feel About Using a Condom? and Do Your Parents Understand You? She’s looking for volunteers to work with her for the next six months. I tell Russ, “I dare you to talk to her.” He says, “OK, I will.” I should’ve known better. Russell’s not what you could call the quiet type.

The next day we’re out there having our smoke and her car pulls up again. “By the way,” says Russell. “Looks like you’ll be spending some time with Mrs. Hard-on.” Turns out Russell signed me up for this video project of hers.

I go straight for his balls, but of course he’s ready for that. “Fuck,” I say. “Why’d you go and do that for?”

“It’s about time you picked up some brownie points at this scumhole,” he says. “You might even get your name on the announcements or something.” Then he laughs, because as long as Russell and I been going to this fucking school, the only place our names ever came up was in the detention list. They might as well make a rubber stamp with Russell Hines and Jimmy Emmet on it, because we’re always there. Dependable as shit.

I didn’t plan on showing up for this video gig. Just because my name’s on her list doesn’t mean I’m Joe Student all of a sudden. Only what happens is, I guess nobody else signs up and she’s desperate. Most likely she told her boss she’s going to make this video and she’s got the equipment and shit, and no kids. Or just me. Now probably the asshole says they’re going to bag the whole deal, but she don’t want to do that on account of she’s wetting her pants thinking about this being her big break that’s going to make her famous. Meanwhile my guidance counselor’s having a hard-on of his own that I’m finally showing an interest in extracurricular activities. He figures he’s got to encourage the little fucker. Or words to that effect. Then she comes back to Russell and says listen, why don’t you join our video project? And old Russell, thinking this is going to be a gas, says, “Sure, Mrs. Maretto. That sounds interesting. I wouldn’t miss it.”

She says to meet her at Pizza Hut after school, so we can get to know each other. We make a plan, Russell and me. We’re going to give the chick a hard time from day one, fuck with her head a while, then split. We figure we’re her little project. She can be ours.

But when I show up that first day, it looked different all of a sudden. I’m the first one there, and she’s sitting in this booth with a new notebook, and she’s got these papers all copied out, one for each of us, and she’s even typed out all this stuff on her computer with roman numerals. An outline or whatever you call it. And it hits me, I don’t know, that she’s been busting her tail over this, like it really matters. She calls me James and she even shakes my goddam hand. And when I shake her hand back, I can feel it’s trembling like she’s nervous. Which it never hit me somebody like that would be.

The other times I saw her she always looked so pretty and perfect. Up close, I could tell some things I never saw before, like that she was so skinny she had this safety pin in her skirt. This is dumb, but I remember she had a zit. Nothing major, just a place on her forehead where you could tell her skin broke out, and she’d tried to cover it up with makeup only it didn’t work. And even though she didn’t look so pretty then, it hit me that she was more like a kid, wobbling around on those high heels of hers. She actually thought I was tough shit.

She had this diamond ring. Jesus, I’m thinking, this chick is married. She’s a TV reporter and everything, and she still gets zits.

“So,” she’s saying, “I think this will be a stimulating look at the sociological and psychological ramifications of being a young person in the nineties” and blah blah blah. And she’s saying she just knows we can make a dynamite documentary. And I’m looking at Russell, who’s come in by this time, and he’s staring straight at her tits, and she knows that too, and when she gets to the part about being excited he grins. Real quiet, I say to him, “Fuck off man. Lay off her.” Which I never in a million years figured I’d say. A guy like me, I mean.

But there was something about Mrs. Maretto. I didn’t just want to fuck her. I respected her. I liked her. I didn’t want her thinking I was just this jerk kid that all he cared about was humping some girl. More than anything I wanted her to like me. Not that I let on to Russell, naturally.

What I said to Russell was, “I’d kill for a piece of that.” But at the time, it was only meant to be an expression.



SUZANNE MARETTO

PUT YOURSELF IN MY shoes for a moment. All my life I’ve been dedicated to achieving certain goals in life, and I’ve pursued those goals. I worked very hard to get where I was. I never used drugs. Always maintained my appearance. I never got into any trouble. Look at my high school record, and college. I graduated with a 3.9 average. I have always believed that life is what you put into it, and that it is every person’s God-given right to be all that he or she can be. For myself, I wanted to be happily married, with a home and a fulfilling career. A mere six months ago I had attained those things, and I was working to build an even more exciting future. Now everything I had is lost. I’m twenty-five years old, and I’m a widow.

I know what Larry would say if he were here today. “Don’t let it get to you,” he’d say. “Life isn’t always fair, Suzanne, but we have to make the best of the hand life deals us and move forward from here.” He would say, “I have faith in you, Suzanne. I know everything will work out.” “Look for the positive aspects instead of dwelling on the negative.” And so I am trying to do that. Larry is gone forever, and nothing will bring him back to us. But I can’t give up on my life, just because he’s gone. I’m a fighter.

This whole thing is like a movie on television I can’t turn off. Sometimes I still wake up, forgetting it actually happened. I look across my pillow, expecting to see Larry lying there asleep. Then I remember. It’s not just a bad dream.

I had gone out to an audition for a position at a television station over in Woodbury that night. Arts and entertainment reporter at WNTK. I hold a bachelors degree in Media Communication from Sanders College. One reason I always try to cooperate with the press, the way I’m doing right now, is because I’ve been a journalist and broadcaster myself, and I always planned a future in television. I owe it to Larry as well as myself to make that dream a reality someday. Just because a person you love dies doesn’t mean you’re dead too. I’m still very much alive. And I still have dreams. I still have a future.

Just to give you some idea of how things were between Larry and I, I had talked to him just a few hours before the audition. And he was so excited for me. He knew how much this job meant to me, and because it was important to me, it was important to him. Looking back on that conversation now, I realize it was the last time I ever spoke to him. His last words to me were, “You go in there and show them, Suzanne. I know you can do it.”

It was a very important night for me. I’d worked hard on my presentation, which included a sample movie review and a weekend roundup of fun activities for families. I know I did well on my interview too. Everyone was impressed. After I played the video of my weather broadcasts at my present job, they even clapped. Naturally nobody was going to make a commitment that very day, but the station manager gave me this look, as he was shaking my hand, before I left, which I knew meant he was looking forward to my coming aboard. “Very nice material, Suzanne,” he said to me. “Very nice.” I’ll always remember the way he squeezed my hand as he said that. You knew he was sincere.

So naturally I was feeling good as I drove home. Thinking about the new job and all. And especially looking forward to telling Larry. Knowing how proud of me he’d be. He was always my biggest fan.

It was another dream come true. And the whole time I was driving home, I was thinking to myself, Larry will be so happy when I tell him. He’d been out late himself that night, at the restaurant, but I figured he’d get home before me, and when I got to our condo I saw I was right, because his car was parked out front like always. Only the odd part was, Larry always left the house lights on until I got home. It was just after ten o’clock, but our house was completely dark.

Still, nothing could have prepared me for what I found when I opened the door. There was Larry lying in a pool of blood, like John Lennon or somebody. Our home had been totally ransacked. There were stereo components lying in the middle of the floor, and a box of my jewelry spilled on the rug, and furniture turned over, like there had been a fight. I figured Larry must have come in just as this burglary was being committed and surprised the criminals. It’s one of those situations of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, that’s all.

So they grabbed him, and struggled. Larry was a very strong, very athletic person, so I think there had to be at least two of them to hold him down. Anyway, there he was. You know the rest. Lying there, with blood all over his head, and blood dripping on our new carpet. I took one look at him and knew he must be dead. Looking at him, I remember thinking, He’ll never know if I get the arts and entertainment reporting job. It would’ve made him so happy.

I’ve been trained in crime reporting, so I kept my head. I knew I should get out of the apartment right away, in case the criminals were still there. Also I knew better than to disturb the body. At Sanders I worked as a reporter for the college radio station, and I was present at numerous crime scenes. I know how important it is to leave everything the way you found it. Even in a crisis, you never stop being a journalist. That’s just the way I am. It doesn’t mean I don’t feel the same things as other people. It’s just my professional training coming through.

Right from the start, I tried to cooperate with the police in every way, to assist them in finding Larry’s killers. It won’t bring my husband back. But it’s important to those of us who loved him that we see justice done. The police have been doing a terrific job. Just incredible.

I don’t blame the police for what’s happening now. It’s their job to explore every avenue, consider every possibility, no matter how ridiculous it might seem. In a murder investigation, you’ve got to listen to everybody, even if they have a reputation for getting into trouble. Even if they’re the kind of people everybody knows are mixed up with drugs and crime. Which applies to both of those boys, heaven knows. I mean we’re not exactly dealing with a bunch of Eagle Scouts here.



JERRY CLEAVER

ONE DAY LAST FALL, we came into first period and our health teacher said, “We have a very important guest here this morning, a representative of our local television station who has asked to have a few words with you.” Just when I’m ready to space out, up she steps. That woke me up, let me tell you. I mean, this wasn’t any Kim Basinger we’re talking about, but she was definitely an improvement on Mrs. Finlaysson.

She was wearing this little skirt with suspenders, and these lace-up boots, and the tiniest feet. Lacy stockings. Her hair in a ponytail. “I know you’ll want to give Mrs. Maretto your attention, students,” says Mrs. F. Like there was ever any doubt.

Then she tells us about this video she’s making for the cable station. “Adults are always sounding off to kids,” she says. “This is your chance to tell them what’s on your mind.” It wasn’t so very many years ago she was in high school herself, she says. Even if she did seem like an old married lady. Which of course she didn’t.

The show was going to be called “Teens Speak Out.” She’d be spending time at the school for the next couple months, interviewing kids. She wanted to really get to know a group of us, hear our thoughts on drugs, sex, rock music, peer pressure. You could just see all the guys, especially, rolling their eyes when she said that. Like they were really going to sit down in front of a TV camera and tell their deep feelings about sex.

She knew it too. “Listen,” she said. “You don’t have to worry about your anonymity. We have this special device I use on the sound equipment that scrambles your voice. You can have your back to the camera. We can even speak in private, off camera, and I’ll just report on some of what you tell me. Think of this as your opportunity to let the older generation understand what makes you tick.”

By this time it wasn’t just the guys that were making faces, it was just about everyone. There’s this little wave of snickering going on, people shooting each other looks or giving the person in front of them little kicks under the desk. One real popular guy, Vic, that plays center on the varsity basketball team, raised his hand and asked her, real innocent like, whether they’d need permission slips from their parents before talking to her. “That won’t be necessary,” she said. You got the impression she was the type person that could never tell when someone was pulling her leg.

When she said, “OK. Now I’d like to take the names of the people who would like to talk with me, so we can set up a time to get together,” nobody raised their hand. She had this clipboard with her name on the front in gold letters, and she just stood there, with her pen uncapped, waiting to write down names, only there weren’t any. You could see her looking around the room, trying to make eye contact with someone. One guy burped real loud. One of the girls took out her cheering sweater that she was sewing a letter on and started stitching.

“You know, I used to be a cheerleader myself,” Suzanne says. “Back in the dark ages.” Then she kind of laughs, only nobody else does.

Mrs. Finlaysson called on a couple of people at this point, the usual good-citizen types teachers always count on to cooperate at moments like this. No luck.

“It’s too bad,” she said. “Mrs. Maretto has taken time out of her busy day and everything.” Chick’s still standing there, holding the clipboard. She was looking so young. It almost looked like she was going to cry.

That’s when old Lydia raised her hand. I figure Mrs. Finlaysson was so used to her never saying anything she didn’t even get what she was doing. “Yes, Lydia,” she said. “Can I help you with something?”

“I just wanted to sign up,” she said. “To be in the TV show.”

“Well, that’s more like it,” said Mrs. Finlaysson. “I’m glad to see someone with a little school spirit. Someone not afraid of speaking her own mind.”

Lydia wasn’t exactly a trendsetter, of course—her with that frizzy orange hair of hers, and those crossed eyes that you never knew where to look when you were talking to her. She was the only one in the whole class that gave her name. You knew right then this project was Dork City. Later, when we heard that Russell Hines signed up Jimmy Emmet, for a prank, I almost felt sorry for this reporter chick. And then Russell got roped in himself. I guess that was it, just the three of them. Not exactly your representative sampling of all-American teenagers.



FAYE STONE

I WAS FOUR YEARS old when Mom brought Susie home from the hospital, but I can still remember the day. I had chicken pox, so my face and hands were all covered with scabs, and of course they wouldn’t let me touch her. But I remember leaning over the bassinet and looking in at her, all wrapped up like a present in this little pink blanket. My dad used to worry that her nose looked big, but to me she was perfect. The minute I saw her I knew she was going to be the favorite.

You get used to it. It’s not like I spent the next twenty years expecting people to stop my mother on the street and say, “You have a beautiful little girl there”—meaning me instead of Suzanne. It’s not like I was sitting around waiting for some modeling agency to put my picture in its file. When you know you’re not cheerleader material, you don’t try out for the squad. Not unless you’re really dumb, you don’t. And I’m not. Not cheerleader material. But not dumb, is what I mean.

So what you do if you’re smart is you join the fan club. I’d push Susie around in her stroller and people would come up to me and say what a cute baby sister I had, and wasn’t I a good big sister. When she put on her tap routines, I’d be the announcer. How I got into hairdressing in fact was from all the years of doing Suzanne’s hair. I’d sit there for hours, just trying out the styles. Hot rollers, crimping, french braids, we tried them all. She’s not really blond anymore, incidentally. I’ve been coloring it for her for years now. You notice those highlights? I did that. Some salons just use a cap and pull the hairs they want to peroxide through the holes, you know. But I prefer the foil technique the big salons in New York use. It takes a lot more time painting the hairs one at a time like that. But it comes out a lot more natural looking.

She was always so tiny, just like a little doll. I remember sitting in the tub with her one time, seeing her ribs. I mean, we always took our baths together, but this was the first time I ever noticed them I guess. And I screamed, because I didn’t know what they were, and I thought something was the matter with Susie.

You should’ve seen her in her twirling outfit. Baton, tap, you name it, Susie did them all. Even when she was just three or four, she loved an audience. A lot of the kids in her dancing school would just freeze when it came time for the recital. But not Susie. If she could’ve performed every night she’d be happy. I can still see her standing in front of the mirror, practicing her curtsies and blowing kisses. She’d walk around the house holding the curling iron like it was a microphone, saying, “Thank you thank you thank you. … For my next number I’d like to do such and such. …”

When she was oh, six maybe, or seven, she worked out this tap routine to “High Hopes.” You know that song, about the little ant that’s trying to climb up this rubber plant? Well she won first prize in this talent show, and my folks brought her to the city for the finals. My mom took her around to all these talent agencies and had these professional pictures taken. She even tried out for a Stop & Shop commercial. Suzanne was always convinced it was her nose that kept her from getting the part, but for months after that we’d hear her doing the ad, around the house. “Stop and Shop means freshness for less. My mom says you just can’t beat those prices. But me, I love the bakery-fresh jelly doughnuts.” To this day I can remember the words.

Oh, not just that commercial either. She did Honey Nut Cheerios and saggy panty hose, Golden Dream Barbie, Johnson’s Baby Shampoo. She had, like, a whole repertoire. Whenever my parents had friends over, I’d be the announcer and Susie would perform her ads.

Around sixth or seventh grade we got the video camera—one of the first they came out with—and that’s when Suzanne got into news. She’d have me tape her so she could watch her performances and work on certain problem areas, like licking her lips and saying um. It’s a very competitive field, video journalism. And she figured it’s never too early to start. She knew what she wanted by then, so why wait around to start developing her skills, is what she said. We were all so proud of her.

By that time there were a lot of boys after her naturally. Even older guys, in my class, would ask me about my sister. She went out with them sometimes, but I don’t think anybody ever got anywhere. Even then Susie was more interested in her career.

I think that was partly why Larry was able to get where he did with her in fact. He was her biggest fan. He was the first guy that came along, that paid her even more attention than our dad. And believe me, that wasn’t easy. The other thing about Larry was, he was the first person that got Suzanne to let her hair down and have a good time. He was such a fun-loving kind of person himself. He brought out a side of Suzanne you never would have known was there. Kind of a wild side.

I was her maid of honor. It was a beautiful wedding of course. I did her hair in these french braids, with little tendrils going down the back of her neck, and sprays of pearls and voile woven into the back. You couldn’t take your eyes off her. I was bawling like a baby, naturally, and so were my mom and dad. I can still see Larry standing there, like he can’t believe she’s his. I could show you the tape.

After an event like that, there’s always a certain amount of letdown of course. So many months of planning and preparation, and then it’s over in a matter of hours, and you’ve got to get down to regular life. I remember going over to their condo, a couple weeks later. Once they’d got back from the Bahamas, and she was sitting there with a whole row of Mr. Coffees on the counter, writing thank-you notes. “It was all over so quick,” she told me. “It seems like something else should be happening.”

She had her resume printed up, listing her modeling experience at Simpson’s and all the workshops she’d taken and her communications degree of course. We all thought it looked so impressive, going way back to her talent show award and the cheerleading championship. Which tells something about a person, after all. Their ability to stay cool under pressure and so forth. She had professional pictures taken and everything. We even included one of her videos in the package she mailed to some of the better places. Channel 56 and Channel 38 and so forth. But she never heard back, except a form letter saying they weren’t looking for a reporter at this point in time, but they’d keep her name on file.

You’ve got to hand it to her, she didn’t give up. She went to ad agencies, to see if anyone was looking for somebody to do commercials. She contacted some agencies, looking into modeling, and she certainly was pretty enough, but I don’t know, maybe she was too short. Finally she went to schools. One or two offered her a job in the office, you know. But then WGSL said they’d give her a job in news. Once she started it turned out mostly what they had in mind was typing and answering the phone, same as the others, but like she said, “You make out of something what you put into it.” Larry had this little nameplate made with his own money that said SUZANNE MARETTO, STAR REPORTER, and a clipboard with her name embossed in gold. I remember him telling me he’d sneaked in and had it waiting for her on her desk the first day she went to work. That was Larry for you.

Of course I knew about the teen life video project. We all did. “I’m working with these disadvantaged kids,” she told me. “I really think I can make a difference in their lives. Isn’t that what it’s all about after all?”

Plus, if she got her report on the air, of course, that would be a real feather in her cap. You knew one way or another Susie was going to get her big break. You thought maybe this was it.

My sister with a sixteen-year-old hood? Don’t make me laugh. Listen, if you want to know the truth, Suzanne was never that interested in guys, period. I mean, she might like to meet a Tom Brokaw or a Dan Rather, but she’s not the type to get all excited about, you know, the sex part. I feel funny saying this and I’m only telling you because certain accusations have been made, and I think if people knew what she was like it would help prove her innocence. Jumping into bed with some kid would have about as much appeal for Susie as changing bedpans in a nursing home. It just wouldn’t be her thing, you know? Even as far as doing it with Larry was concerned, she told me one time she wished there was some pill you could buy to just get that part taken care of. One time she told me it grossed her out, seeing him all worked up and sweaty, crawling all over her. And he was a nice-looking guy, in reasonable shape, even if he did put on a few extra pounds after the wedding. So you can just imagine how interested she’d be in some skinny kid that smelled of clams or whatever.

I’m not saying there was anything wrong with my sister. She loved her husband. They had future plans. They had a perfect life. She’s just not the kind of person who would have anybody murdered because she was in love with somebody else. She was too serious about her career and whatnot. She had too much going for her to mess it all up over some guy.
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