

[image: ]



PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS
of
SANDRA KRING


“Touching … surprisingly poignant … builds to an emotional crescendo … The book becomes so engrossing that it’s tough to see it end.” —Washington Post




“Heartfelt … Strong characters, a clear community portrait and a memorable protagonist whose poignant fumblings cloak an innocent wisdom demonstrate Kring’s promise.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Sandra Kring weaves an intricate and heartwarming tale of family, love and forgiveness in her sensational debut novel.… Kring’s passionate voice is reminiscent of Faulkner, Hemingway and Steinbeck.… She will make you laugh, have you in tears and take you back to the days of good friends, good times, millponds and bonfires. This is a piece destined to become a classic and is a must read for devotees of the historical fiction or the literary fiction genre.”

—Midwest Book Review




“Sandra Kring writes with such passion and immediacy, spinning us back in time, making us feel the characters’ hope, desire, laughter, sorrow, and redemption. I read this novel straight through and never wanted it to end.”

—Luanne Rice, New York Times bestselling author of Last Kiss




“Earwig Gunderman will capture your heart and challenge your conscience.… Carry Me Home is a plainspoken, nostalgic account set in the 1940s, but the story of a brother’s love, and the healing powers of family and community in the aftermath of tragedy, is timeless.”

—Tawni O’Dell, New York Times bestselling author of Sister Mine




Also by Sandra Kring

CARRY ME HOME

THE BOOK OF BRIGHT IDEAS



[image: ]




THANK YOU FOR ALL THINGS
A Bantam Discovery Book / October 2008

Published by Bantam Dell
A Division of Random House, Inc.
New York, New York

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved
Copyright © 2008 by Sandra Kring


Bantam Books and the rooster colophon are registered trademarks and Bantam Discovery is a trademark of Random House, Inc.



eISBN: 978-0-553-90562-5

www.bantamdell.com

v3.1_r1




[image: ]
HUMBLE BEGINNINGS

We cannot deny
that often
a truth and a lie
have the same
humble beginnings,
intended to keep
someone from harm,
but in the scheme of things
both have the same intensity
to reduce someone to tears.

—dodinsky—
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chapter
ONE

THAT SKINNY eleven-year-old boy sitting across the table from me with the wispy dishwater-blond hair and glasses, that’s my twin brother, Milo, short for Myles. He’s got his long nose pointed down where his physics books and sheets scribbled with mathematical equations are neatly lined up at 180-degree angles on his end of the table. This is where Milo is likely to stay until bedtime (even though Mom says we have to study only until four o’clock), mumbling to himself and moving his face closer and closer to his work and getting more and more fidgety, until he’s reaching for his inhaler. Then Mom makes him stop for the day and go to bed.

Milo is “profoundly gifted.” One of those scary-smart geniuses who could have started college while still in diapers. Milo is going to be a physicist one day. His dream is to get a paper on string theory published in the globally renowned journals Nature and Physical Review and to prove some startling theory in quantum mechanics so he can earn himself a place among the leading geeks in the physics field.

Mom had me tested when she sent Milo, but I know it was for no other reason than that she didn’t want me to feel left out. Same as she had the eye doctor give me a Sponge-Bob SquarePants sticker when Milo got his last eye exam, even though my eyes are as sharp as a hawk’s, and even though I didn’t know who the little character was. We were six when we took that test. Mom hid the results when they came, but it wasn’t hard to figure out where she’d hidden them, since she puts all of her important papers in one place: her file cabinet, in a folder marked Important Papers.

“Don’t be disappointed,” Mom told me when she found me sitting on my knees alongside the file cabinet, staring down at our scores: Lucy Marie McGowan—144. Myles Clay McGowan—180. “You have a photographic memory and you’re an exceptionally creative child. These IQ tests don’t adequately measure either trait. If they did, you’d have scored every bit as high as your brother.” Later that day, she handed me a quote by Albert Einstein that she had jotted on an index card: Everything that can be counted does not necessarily count; everything that counts cannot necessarily be counted.

Milo and I are homeschooled. Mom says it’s because we have special needs and would only fall through the cracks in a public school system. But in reality, it’s because we’d have to go to an inner city school here in Chicago because there’s no money for a private school for the gifted, and she’s afraid that Milo would get knifed or shot on the playground for being a freak and a geek. She’s also afraid that if people knew just how smart he is, he’d be hounded by the press and doctors and develop mental problems, which would be an easy thing to do, since the experts believe that profoundly gifted kids are more fragile than others (they sure got that one right!). And, of course, I have to be homeschooled if Milo has to be.

Mom agrees that I should become a psychologist when I grow up, and either get into people’s heads and cure what ails them or test and study gifted kids. Not because she has a particular fondness for shrinks—she doesn’t!—but because she believes that kids should be steered in the direction of their gifts, and I happen to be people-smart.

After I convinced Mom that my interest lies in human behavior, she started checking out psychology textbooks from the college library for me: social and personality psychology, cognitive and experimental psychology, abnormal psychology, clinical psychology, you name it. I enjoy the parts of them I can understand, but like Carl Jung said, “Anyone who wants to know the human psyche will learn next to nothing from experimental psychology. He would be better advised to abandon exact science, put away his scholar’s gown, bid farewell to his study, and wander with human heart through the world.” I know I learn more by studying live people. Not that I have many people to study, mind you, because for the most part we live like recluses. So I watch my mother and my grandmother, the people who sit on the stoop downstairs on the rare days we leave the apartment, and sometimes Milo. Undoubtedly, though, studying Milo would be more beneficial if I were going to be a botanist.

When I told Mom that I’d like to become a psychologist (although I’d rather be a figure skater, even if I do have weak ankles and my balance isn’t up to par. And even if I don’t know how to skate, period, much less do a double axel or a triple lutz), she brought me home a little present that I know was meant to show me that she supports my decision. “I know how much you’ve always liked puppets,” she said when I opened the cloth Sigmund Freud finger puppet that came with a little chaise longue. “They have magnets on the back, so you can stick them to your computer tower.”

Milo got upset when I put Sigmund on my index finger and bobbed him in front of his face, asking him if he thought that having an overprotective, overanxious mother was what made him such a sissy. He punched me in the arm for teasing him, but it didn’t hurt, because Milo is even smaller than I am and his fist is only about the size of a walnut.

In all honesty, if I can’t be a figure skater, and if I have to cure people of what ails them, I’d rather be a shaman. My grandmother, Lillian, snuck me a book about a shaman in Africa. I thought it was cool the way he traveled to the underworlds in search of the missing pieces of people’s souls to heal them.

Mom got upset when she found the book tucked under the dirty clothes in my hamper. “Take that book back when you leave, Mother,” she snapped. “And stop filling Lucy’s mind with that crazy crap.” My grandmother scoffed at her, saying, “What a shaman does is every bit as real as the shadow at our feet, our breath in winter.” Unfortunately, there’s no school that gives a degree in Shamanism. And, anyway, where would I set up my practice? I’d probably have to go to a remote village in some Third World country and risk dying from cholera or dysentery and get paid in dead chickens, not money. That would suck, because being poor sucks.

Besides worrying about our education and Milo’s mental and physical well-being and me getting a complex because I’m not as smart as my brother, Mom worries about us running out of money. Every time I bring up the mail from downstairs, she looks at me like I’m carrying in a poisonous snake, wrinkles her nose, and says, “Just set it on the kitchen table,” where it’ll sit for days until she musters up the courage to open the bills.

It’s because of our money situation that Mom sold out and started writing Christian romance novels, even though her love is literary fiction and even though she’s an atheist who happens to be bitter about love. What was she supposed to do, though, after she sold her first novel, The Absent Savior, three years ago, to a prestigious press on the East Coast and it sold only four hundred eleven copies? It didn’t earn enough to allow us to buy a frikkin’ case of boxed macaroni and cheese, Mom said, so she scrapped her second work-in-progress and started writing Christian romance, which is where the big bucks are. She’s ashamed of writing them, so she isn’t using her real name, Tess McGowan, but instead uses the pen name Jennifer Dollman. Her advance-reader copies are still sitting in a box in her closet, unopened.

Last month we stopped by Wal-Mart to buy sunscreen on our way to the public pool—a rare treat, brought on only because of my grandmother’s sudden, not completely irrational fear that Milo was suffering from a vitamin D deficiency because he won’t drink milk and doesn’t play outside in the sun. Never mind that Milo doesn’t play, period, and that there’s no place to play outside our apartment but the street, even if he did. We were almost to the checkout line when Milo happened to spot Mom’s Christian romance on a cardboard display at the end of the aisle. He pointed to it and said, “Look, Mom, your book!” He grabbed a copy and ran his fingertips over Mom’s pen name and said, “Jennifer Dollman, that’s you!” Some lady behind us in a T-shirt that had a picture of Jesus on the cross and the words Follow the Leader stretched across her chest heard him and got all excited.

“You’re Jennifer Dollman? Oh, my gawd ! My book club is not going to believe this! We picked your book for next month’s selection, and I’m reading it right now.” And Milo—who may have an IQ of 180 but has absolutely no common sense—said, “Yes, she’s Jennifer D—”

Mom clamped her hand over his pale lips and backed away, but the woman rushed forward. It was as if she’d entered the rapture early, and she couldn’t stop gushing. She was on chapter seventeen, she said, and she “absolutely adored” the trials and tribulations of Mom’s protagonist, Missy Jenkins, and bless Mom for upholding the sanctity of marriage and not allowing Missy to be sweet-talked into sin by that good-looking philanderer Chase Milford. Mom quickly told the woman that it was a misunderstanding, her son only meant that it was the same book that is sitting on her nightstand. The woman started to protest, her finger wagging over Milo’s head. “But he said—”

“No. No. The author and I share the first name. That’s all he meant. My son … he’s … he’s learning disabled.”

Mom almost yanked Milo’s poor little arm out of its socket as she dragged us out of the store, Milo shouting, “Learning disabled? You called me learning disabled?” the whole way, the sunscreen left on the candy shelf for some weary-footed employee to march back to the pharmaceutical department. When we got home, Mom sat us both down and lectured us about not airing our dirty laundry in public.

“Can we tell people that you edit academic books?” I asked, and Mom said we could.

“What about your articles? Can we tell them that you’re a travel writer?” Milo was referring to the many articles Mom writes each year, advising gonna-be travelers on where they should go and what they should see in exotic places like Shanghai, Bali, and even Roatán, that magical island off the coast of Honduras where many go on vacation, then decide to never leave. The truth is, Mom has never been to any of these places. She gets photographs e-mailed to her by a woman she knew in college who dropped out of school to become a flight attendant. She likes to brag about all the places she’s been by sending Mom photos. Then Mom researches the places online and writes the article. I rolled my eyes at Milo’s question. Milo should have had the sense to figure out that since Mom’s travel articles are every bit as deceptive as her Christian romances, they, too, would be off-limits.

Mom has a lot of issues, frankly. And, unfortunately, at least some of them began with the woman who just burst through the door. Her mother, Lillian. And although I don’t know if my grandmother is right and I am truly a bit psychic, I do know the minute she swoops into our apartment on this morning in mid-September that this visit is going to generate more than the usual amount of sparks.


chapter
TWO

MY GRANDMOTHER stands as still as a soldier in rank, her royal-blue tunic floating around her as though it’s still responding to her morning tai chi movements. Lillian is sixty-two years old. She is tall and has chin-length hair, dyed to match the roasted-almond color it was when she was young, and it is every bit as light and airy as the clothes she wears. She also has big boobs and legs almost as good as Tina Turner’s. “Good morning, Oma,” I say, calling her the German name for Grandmother that she prefers because she likes the sound of it, even though she’s not German.

Oma leans down to press her cheek to mine, and her chunky fertility goddess earring clips me on the nose. Her breath and hair smell like cigarettes. Oma is tense this morning—unusual for her—and she doesn’t look down at me when I try to tell her that Deepak Chopra has a new book out, even though she worships the ground he walks on. Instead, she looks toward the desk at the other end of the living room.

As always happens when Oma searches for anything in our living room, a cloud of distress darkens her hazel eyes. Oma thinks living rooms should be spacious and cozy, with soft woven rugs strategically placed, plants to breathe oxygen into the air by day and carbon dioxide by night, colors to support positive moods, and the furniture feng shui—arranged to let the chi flow through the room freely. Our oblong living room has none of these things. Its smudged walls are the color of a faded army blanket and filled with calendars, charts, and graphs, and the floors are scuffed wood, with only one rug, a rubber welcome mat, placed at the door to leave your soggy shoes on. The room is cramped with Mom’s cluttered desk, stiff-backed chairs, computers, stacks of books that never made their way to the leaning, pressed-board bookcase, tea- and coffee-stained mugs, and a vintage chrome kitchen table that Milo and I use for our work space.

“There you are,” Oma says when Mom straightens up in her chair after plucking the Bible—King James version—off the stack of books at her feet.

“Ma, is this important? Because if it’s not, I really wish you’d at least plan your stops for after four o’clock.”

Oma, never one to give long-winded verbal drumrolls before she states her business, is suddenly stammering. “Yes, it’s important. Very. I, well …”

Mom looks up, tucks an unyielding strand of paler-than-Oma’s brown hair behind her ears, and blinks impatiently. There are purple pouches under Mom’s eyes because she’s not been sleeping well. Three times in the last week, I’ve heard her pacing late at night, then going out, the dead bolt clicking behind her, and coming back an hour or so later. The last time I waited until she returned, then got out of bed under the guise of having to pee, and we met face-to-face as she was coming out of the bedroom. Even in the dim light, I could see that her eyelids were puffy, her red capillaries a road map of misery. I called her on it too, because that’s just the way I am, and she got all nervous and claimed that she had an eyelash stuck under her contact.

Oma clears her throat and straightens herself up to her full five-foot-nine height. She takes a deep cleansing breath, then says, “Tess, I need to ask you a favor. A big one.” That’s when Mom’s cell (the only phone we own) rings.

Mom answers it and listens for a time, her mouth falling open in disbelief. She stands up and paces as Oma and I watch her and wait. “Run that by me again?” Mom listens and then tosses her head and flattens her bangs back with her palm until her eyebrows lift. “A notice would have been nice, for crissakes!”

Mom hurries into the kitchen, Oma and I following her, Oma uttering, “What is it, dear? What’s wrong?”

Mom dips her head to the side to hold her cell against her shoulder, then riffles through the stack of unopened mail. She picks up an envelope and rips it open. She skims the papers inside, then lifts her head and asks the caller, “How long will this take?” She mutters a couple of choice cuss words and tosses her phone on the table. Oma and I follow her back into the living room.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” I ask. She’s skimming four stapled pages, her face bunched with worry.

“Apparently the department of health caught wind that this place is full of asbestos, lead paint, and about every other hazardous material known to man. They’re condemning the building until it’s cleaned up.”

Oma gasps. “Oh, my God! So that’s what those inspectors were doing here last month, when you thought it was only a routine check.” Her gaze sweeps over the apartment and she pulls me to her, her hand subconsciously drifting to my neck, as if she’s trying to keep the lurking toxins from slithering down my throat. She glances over at Milo, who has his head up, staring. I stare back at him. “Oh, my. No wonder that boy’s had so much trouble breathing,” she says. She keeps me tucked under her arm and hobbles me across the room so she can place her arm protectively around Milo too.

“We have to have our stuff out of here by the end of the month. They’re promising us relocation benefits for displaced tenants, but what in the hell is that going to amount to? And how long will it take to get it? Shit.” Mom’s face has gone the color of asphalt—the color of the “yard” she no doubt imagines for us when we are forced to move into a cardboard box. “I paid off my past-due bills and my credit cards with my advance, then had to run them up again, and it’ll be a couple more months before I see any royalties. Who knows how long these repairs will take. Shit!”

“Honey, your language,” Oma says.

Mom collapses on her office chair and lets the letter drop onto her lap. Her arms fall over the armrests and dangle limply. “It looks like we’re going to have to barge in on you for a while, Ma, though how we’ll all fit into your tiny utility apartment is beyond me.”

“You can’t,” Oma says, but there doesn’t seem to be an ounce of regret in her voice. “They’re changing the carpets and renovating the bathrooms in our complex. They did the first floor last week, and they’ll start in on mine next week. I’ve already told them that I won’t be there. I can’t bear to be around all those horrid glue fumes. I could even smell them wafting up from the first floor, and they made my sinuses and throat burn like they were on fire. Lord knows what they would do to Milo’s asthma if he were there.”

“Oh, this is just great,” Mom says.

“It is great, honey! Now things will work out perfectly.”

“What things?”

“You and the children coming to Timber Falls with me.”

Mom stops blinking. She stares up at Oma like she’s gone mad.

“Honey … your father is dying. Your aunt Jeana called last night. She’s been taking care of him since his first stroke, but now she’s convinced that her Chihuahua has a brain tumor and she wants to hurry him back to his vet in Pennsylvania. Besides, she says she’s fulfilled her sisterly obligations to Sam and that if I don’t relieve her immediately, she’ll put him in a nursing home. He developed congestive heart failure after his second stroke too, so she says it won’t be long.”

“And this is our problem how?” Mom says, once she can close her mouth enough to say anything.

“Tess, I promised your father years ago that I’d never let him go to a nursing home if it ever came to this. That man never kept one of his promises to me, but still it’s important to me to honor mine.”

My ears are perked up like a German shepherd’s at the mention of my grandfather, because if there’s any topic Mom views as more taboo than her Christian romance writing, it would be the topic of fathers. Hers or mine.

“You’ve got to be kidding, Ma. You divorced that man twelve years ago, and neither of us has spoken a word to him since. And I certainly never promised him anything.”

“No, you didn’t. But you owe it to yourself to go.”

“To myself?”

“That’s right.” Oma stands taller. “You’ve got unfinished business with him, Tess. And that unfinished business has ruined every relationship you’ve ever had.”

Oma is referring to Mom’s most recent boyfriend, no doubt. Peter. The man I hoped would become my dad. Peter is tall, built like a logger, and has sandy-colored hair just a shade darker than mine, so strangers would probably think he’s my birth daddy. He keeps it tethered in a ponytail that hangs halfway down the back of his leisure jackets. He teaches poetry and poetics—the analysis of the art of poetry, if your IQ score happens to be even lower than mine—at the university. He fishes, hikes, grows violets, and writes poetry, of course.

Every time Peter came over, he’d stop at Mom’s desk, give a kiss to the top of her head, or her lips, depending on which she presented to him, then walk over to our work-table. He’d come to me first, pick up whatever book I was reading, flip back a chapter or two, read me a sentence at random, then ask, “Where?” I’d close my eyes, turning pages in my mind until I found the passage he’d quoted, and answer something like, “Page one fifty-six. Fourth paragraph!” Peter would laugh every time, shaking his head in admiration for my photographic mind, and shout, “Yes! Yes! She does it again!”

Then, in the exaggerated swagger of a pompous professor, he’d move to Milo’s side of the table, take a haughty, comical stance, lift his finger into the air as he thought, then ask questions such as, “Mr. McGowan, 17.5 raised to the power of 653?” or, “Mr. McGowan, what day of the week will it be on January twenty-fourth, 2046?” Milo would give him a swift, accurate answer, and Peter’s laughter would fill the whole room like warm sunshine. When the little game was over, Peter would set one Hershey’s Kiss with an almond inside on each of our palms, then grin with the pride of a real dad before heading to the kitchen for tea.

Peter was going to take us to Vermont next spring and we were going to help tap maple trees and make syrup, a yearly tradition for Peter and his family. We were going to meet his dad, a widower who, at the age of sixty-four, can walk on his hands clear across his yard (so he would probably appreciate a woman with Tina Turner legs), and his niece, who is twelve and has read Little Women fifteen times. A week ago, though, he showed up and handed Mom a poem he’d written on a coffee filter. A poem, he said, that would explain why he needed to break things off with her. He didn’t pick up my book or ask Milo a question that day, but after he handed Mom the poem, he hugged me goodbye, squeezed Milo’s shoulder, and left our Hershey’s Kisses on the table next to our computers. I still have that Kiss.

Mom’s hands trembled as she read the poem while still standing by the door where he’d left her, and when she was finished, she tossed it into the paper shredder. Then she rested her hands on her scarred desk to steady herself and sat down to resume her work. I ran to the window and looked down to watch Peter waggle through the old people and little kids clogging the stoop. “Don’t let him go!” I screamed. “Mom, please! Call him back! Call him back!” But she didn’t. Instead, she asked me if I’d finished my report on archetypes and warned that, if not, I should get busy.

Later, when Mom disappeared into the kitchen to nuke our frozen dinners, I dug through the paper shredder and tried to find the strips of coffee filter. It would have been impossible to put them back together, so it probably didn’t matter that Mom caught me and scarfed up the scraps and shoved them into the trash. “That’s okay,” I shouted, crossing my arms across my chest. “I know why he broke up with you, anyway. You have an attachment disorder, that’s why. I don’t need his poem to tell me that.”

“It’s like my intuitive, Sky Dreamer, says,” Oma announces, her voice grabbing my attention and yanking me back to the here and now. “Sometimes we need to go home to find the parts of ourselves we left behind before we can truly become whole.”

“Your intuitive? What in the hell are you talking about?”

“Sky Dreamer, my intuitive. I told you about her, Tess. I met her at that psychic convention I went to in California last November. Remember?” Oma pauses to cough. “She told me that each of us—you, me, Lucy, Milo—we all left parts of ourselves back in that town, in that very house, and in our relationship with Sam. She said that this trip will help us reclaim those parts and cleanse our family.”

“The twins were newborns when they left Timber Falls. What could they have possibly left behind but spit-up? Besides, the only things that sound like they need cleansing to me are your lungs. Did this Sky Walker tell you to quit smoking too?”

“Sky Dreamer. Her name is Sky Dreamer.”

“A rose by any other name is still a charlatan,” Mom says.

Oma looks down at the chair opposite Mom’s desk, and I hurry to remove the stack of books, folders, and notebooks from its seat. Oma pats my back as she sits down and props her other hand on the baggy white purse now resting on her legs. “Tess, you’ve always had an aversion to the concept of ‘going home.’ When you were three years old, you’d plug your ears every time you heard Bing Crosby’s ‘I’ll Be Home for Christmas’ play on the radio. And do you remember what you did to that Home Sweet Home pillow Marie made me for my birthday?”

Mom picks up the Bible and her pencil and runs the tip of it down one of the parchment pages. “I don’t think we need to go into this, Mother,” she says. Mom calls Oma “Mother” only when she’s upset. The rest of the time it’s simply, “Ma.”

Oma turns to me. “My best friend in Timber Falls, Marie Birch, made me a needlepoint pillow for my birthday one year. It was beautiful. Burgundy and peacock blue, some gold. Your mother hated that thing from the moment she saw it. She swiped the seam ripper out of my sewing box and hid it under the sofa cushion. Then, whenever I left the house in the evening, she’d take it out of hiding and pluck at those tightly woven threads, letter by letter, word by word, until the whole adage was gone.

“I couldn’t for the life of me understand how the threads could have come loose, period, much less over the words only. That is, until I found the seam ripper under the cushion.”

“That’s enough, Mother!” Mom snaps. “Crissakes, like I don’t have enough on my mind now, and you have to bring up old crap that doesn’t have a damn thing to do with the problem I’m dealing with today.”

Oma turns her attention back to Mom. “Oh, but it has everything to do with your problems today. Don’t you see that?”

Oma sets her purse on the floor, then parks her arms on Mom’s desk and leans in. “Scoff if you want, Tess, but I believe that you’ve always had these aversions because, deep down, you’ve always known that one day you’d have to go back home and deal with the pain you never dealt with. Did you think you could rid yourself of it simply by leaving Timber Falls? Honey, it just doesn’t work that way. Think of the toxic waste they dumped in the ocean back in the sixties. Was it gone because we couldn’t see it? No. It washed up on other banks, just as toxic as ever. Tess, you know what I’m talking about. On a soul level, you know.”

I look at Mom. I don’t know what Oma is talking about, but Mom certainly does, because her navy-blue eyes pool with water. My throat tightens then, because when I see her pain, the emotion swelling under my breastbone makes me want to cry. I glance over at Milo to see if he’s empathizing with Mom too, but he’s not even looking at her. I know Mom would have to start wailing before he’d notice that she was in distress. And considering that Mom’s lids are already blinking like windshield wipers, I know Milo isn’t going to notice.

Oma leans over and presses her hand—the one sporting a sapphire half-moon ring surrounded by diamond chips—over Mom’s hand that’s holding the Bible. “Honey,” she says, her voice soft and pleading, “I need you to drive me to Timber Falls. Would you do that for me?”

Mom leans back in her chair and slams the Bible down. “Take the bus. I’m not doing it.”

Oma sits erect and gasps, “Oh, Tess. I can’t do that! You’ve seen the people who take the buses. God bless their pitiful souls, but I’m afraid of them.”

“Then drive yourself. You have a car.” Mom is referring to the 1965 wine-red Mustang coupe that Oma’s last boyfriend, Roger, gave her. The one he had a new CD player and Bose speakers installed in, so that after his heart bypass surgery he could take Oma to see New York, Frank Sinatra crooning the whole way. He had a heart attack the day before his surgery and died, leaving Oma his car. It’s sitting in a parking garage somewhere in the city, the storage paid for two more years.

“You know I can’t drive a standard, Tess.”

“Then sell the damn thing and buy an automatic!”

Oma takes a deep breath, then drops her hands to her legs and positions them in shuni mudra—the tips of her middle fingers touching the tips of her thumbs—to give her patience. She takes a cleansing breath as Mom mutters, “Oh, Jesus,” and rolls her eyes before she looks back down at the Bible.

When Oma is done breathing, she looks at Mom with tofu-soft eyes, but she doesn’t say anything. She just stares until Mom looks up.

Mom studies Oma carefully under a hem of bangs. “Okay … now that you’re all ‘centered,’ maybe you’d like to come clean and tell me the real reason you’re so determined to get me back there. Or to go yourself, for that matter.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Oma says in a voice higher pitched than normal.

“Of course you do. Cut the crap, Mother.”

Oma takes another cleansing breath. “Okay,” she says.

“Maybe there is another reason, but that doesn’t mean I’m not sincere about honoring my promise, because I am.”

“And what would that other reason be?”

“Your father’s leaving you the house, Tess.”

“What?” For a moment, the only sound in the living room is the sound of Milo’s pencil scratching paper.

“Well,” Oma finally admits, “it wasn’t exactly his decision. It was your aunt Jeana’s. Sam made her executor of his will a couple of years back, and Jeana’s decided that you should get the house.”

“What’s the catch?”

“You get the house only if you spend this time with him. Now, before he dies.”

Mom bolts out of her chair, pacing behind it, one hand on her hip, the other rubbing her forehead. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Mom says, smashing Oma’s calm to bits with that f-word. Before Oma can respond, Mom puts her hand up. “Okay. I’m sorry. It just slipped out, but, Ma, you’ve … I … God, I don’t even know how to respond to something this absurd.”

“Oh, I know what you’re thinking. That this is typical Jeana behavior, manipulative and controlling. But I believe that her intentions are good.”

Oma gets up, circles the desk, and puts her hand on Mom’s arm. “Honey, please. You have to stop and think this over. What are you going to do until you get your royalty check? Run your credit cards up even higher? I know you’re almost broke, and I’m not in a position to help you. And now with you having to move out of here for a while … Well, it can’t just be a coincidence that Jeana called when she did. It just can’t be.”

Oma lets go of Mom—probably because Mom has just deflated and is suddenly too emotionally drained to stomp away—and Mom leans her back against the wall, rumpling her chapter-by-chapter outline on oversize paper tacked behind her. She grabs the sides of her face, stretching her eyes and mouth into a replica of Edvard Munch’s The Scream.

“Tess, you know I wouldn’t ask you to go back there with the children if … well … if he was the same man he used to be. But he’s not. He’s old and frail, and he’s dying. You need this for your spirit, and you need this for your bank account. I talked with Marie last night, and she said that property prices are going up astronomically now that so many folks from here and Milwaukee are buying land up there so they can vacation and retire in the pristine north woods. Your father’s house sits on forty acres of hardwood. As soon as he passes on, you can sell the place and rest assured that if these romance books you’re writing don’t do more than this one run—which they probably won’t, only because your intentions aren’t genuine, I might add—you’ll be able to support these kids for a good long time.”

Mom sits back down on her chair. Hard. She sighs and runs her fingertips in tiny circles over her temples.

Oma turns to look at me and then at Milo, who is wheezing over his books. “It would do the children good to get some fresh country air and sit a little closer to the earth. They’d have acres of trees to climb and grass to run on.”

I get a lump in my throat when Oma says this, because besides dreaming of being a figure skater and a shaman, I dream of running barefoot on grass. There’s grass and a few trees in the park we pass on the way to the university where we borrow our books. Whenever we pass that park, I press my face against the grubby bus window and ask Mom if we can please stop. And every time, she says that we will when we aren’t in such a hurry. But I know that a lack of time is not the real reason. The real reason we can’t stop is that the park is filled with homeless people stretched out on park benches, their small bundles wadded into pillows, and with crack whores who do obscene things with men for money so they can buy more crack. And then there are the bangers from the People Nation, or the Folk Nation, who congregate there at night sometimes to exchange money for drugs, or shoot each other, or whatever else it is those scary gangsters—the same boys who will stab or shoot Milo if he goes to school—do. After the bus passes the park and I sink back against the seat, Mom always promises that one day soon, when we have more time, we’ll take a different route and stop at a nicer, safer park, but we never do.

Oma gets up, clasps her hands together softly, and asks who would like tea. I’m the only one who says yes, so Oma invites me to help her make it.

We go into the kitchen and I get out the basket we keep our tea bags in while Oma fills the teakettle. There’s tea to pick you up, calm you down, put you to sleep, wake you up, clear your mind, help you focus; any mood you could possibly want is in those little pouches of tea. Unfortunately, I don’t think the tea itself can alter moods enough, because after Mom’s literary novel bombed, she drank gallons of tea laced with Saint-John’s-wort, but in the end she still needed to go to a doctor to get an antidepressant so she could get out of bed. The Paxil didn’t make her happy, but she did get out of bed and start writing her Christian romance book.

“I don’t remember my grandpa Sam,” I say, as I rummage through the bags.

“Of course you don’t, Lucy. Not consciously, anyway. You and Milo were newborns when you saw him last.”

“Well, at least we saw him once, even if we were too small to remember. We never saw our dad, though, did we? Not even when we were newborns.”

“No, dear,” she says, giving my flimsy blond hair a stroke. She looks as sad as I feel, so I choose guarana chai tea for the two of us, to boost our spirits, and calming chamomile tea for Mom, if she decides she wants some after all. “Your mother, I’m afraid, chooses the kind of men I once chose. Men like her father. Selfish men who only respond to their own wants and needs.”

“Not Peter,” I say. “Peter paid our rent the month before Mom’s advance check came, when our charge cards were maxed. And when Mom and Milo had the flu last winter, he brought them Tylenol and juice, even though he was sick with the flu himself.”

“True, dear. But then your mother didn’t choose to stay with him, now, did she?”

As Oma digs through the cupboard for the honey, I put her tea bag and mine into the two cups that are sitting side by side. I take the tea-bag strings and twist them slightly at the ends so they are entwined. Just as Oma and I are intertwined in some way I can’t quite put my finger on but that she explains by saying our souls knew each other before we came into this world.

Oma’s got a point. Mom didn’t choose to stay with Peter. Just like she—obviously—didn’t choose to stay with my father.

Mom didn’t tell me his name until I was nine years old. And I’m sure she did it then only to rid me of the notion that figure skater Scotty Hamilton was my father. “He’s got to be our dad!” I told Milo, after seeing him skate on some PBS special at Oma’s (we don’t have a TV, but I can watch a little at Oma’s as long as it’s a PBS program). “He has the same fine blond hair that we do, and he’s short and slight of build like you. And doesn’t my nose look like his, the way it turns up at the tip? Milo, look!”

After I saw Scotty, I scoured the Internet for articles and photographs and printed them out. His bio convinced me even further that he was our father; an unidentified childhood illness had made him stop growing. This, I was convinced, presented a genetic explanation for Milo’s small stature, even though the doctors never said there was anything wrong with Milo, except for his asthma and poor muscle tone from lack of physical activity.

I glued the articles into the scrapbook Oma had given me for my eighth birthday and taped his pictures above my bed, giving each one a caption. I’d look at them while I turned down my covers. Once I was tucked in, I’d make up stories about how things would be once my father and I were reunited. Then, until I fell asleep, I’d see flash after flash of those moments. Our first tearful, joyful hug. Dad proudly introducing me as “My daughter, Lucy,” to Katarina Witt, Brian Boitano, and all of those old-timers he used to skate with. Dad holding my hands and pulling me across the ice, coaxing me along with tips on how to keep my ankles from folding over like the peak on a soft-serve ice cream cone on a summer day. And, finally, Dad and I sailing across the ice once I’d quickly mastered the sport, my short skirt bobbing, the breeze from our speed brushing my smiling cheeks as he tossed me into the air and gently caught me.

Mom wasn’t upset the night she came into my room to tuck me in and saw Scotty’s photos tacked on my wall, but she got upset later in the week—that quiet, stiff kind of upset—when she noticed the caption: Dad, 1997, the year I was born. Taken right after he was diagnosed with a cancer that could have killed him, but, thankfully, didn’t.

She opened her mouth to say something, then stopped, bent down to kiss me good night, and walked out of the room. The following week, though, when she caught me “skating” across the kitchen linoleum on two sheets of waxed paper, yelling, “Daddy, Daddy, look at me!” as I tapped my feet across the floor with steps I was sure were every bit as intricate as his, she told me to stop it, “Now!” And a couple days after that, when she strolled over to check on how my assignment on French literature was coming along, and she saw me typing Dear Daddy, in the contact box of Scotty’s MySpace fan page, she lost it. “Scott Hamilton is not your father! Stop this nonsense right now!” And when I yelled back that he was—that he had to be—she shouted, “That’s crazy! Your father’s name was Howard. You got that? Howard Smith. Not Scott Hamilton!”

I was daydreaming that my dad, Scotty, was at the peak of an extension on a triple lutz when Mom caught me writing to him and said this. And that heavy, gut-carving feeling I get in my middle when I think of not having a dad suddenly, painfully exploded, until I was certain it had cracked my breastbone. Just as the ice cracked under Scotty when he landed his jump and, to my horror, he slipped under the ice to be gone forevermore.

It took a few weeks to forgive my real dad for drowning my fantasy that Scotty was my father, but before I knew it, the name Howard Smith began ringing through my head like church bells. I became obsessed with saying his name and would mutter it under my breath while I worked, until Milo—who, like a lot of profoundly gifted kids, is a tad on the hypersensitive side when it comes to sounds, smells, and tastes—stopped working long enough to toss a pencil at me and to tell me to shut up.

I begged Mom to tell me more about Howard Smith. Things like what he looked like, if he figure skated, and what kind of hands he had (because I happen to think that hands reveal a lot about a person), but Mom’s darkening eyes warned me that the topic of my father was every bit as shameful and off-limits as the topic of her romance novels. I tried squeezing information out of Oma then but knew instantly that Mom had gotten to her first, and for whatever reason, this time Oma was going to honor Mom’s wishes and tell me nothing. “When you’re older,” was all Oma said, to which I reminded her that I was nine years old and probably going to start my “moon time” in a couple of years and was therefore old enough to know the truth.

After that, I scoured Web sites that help you find missing people for tips, then searched the Web for e-mail addresses for any Howard Smiths I could find—even one in France! I told each one that he’d probably find it useful having Milo and me in his life. I listed all the talents we have, just to support my claim. Under Milo’s name, I put reasons such as: He could balance your checkbook and do your income taxes for you, compute more accurate odds for the lottery or racetracks if you’re a gambler, and be your walking calendar so you could pay your bills on time. For my talents, I listed things such as: I could make you tea to help you adjust your moods and tell you if a potential business partner is honest or not, based on his eye movements and body language. I could tell you what page you left off on in your book, if you happen to be one of those readers who doesn’t use bookmarkers because you think you can remember but you never do. Out of the couple hundred I spammed, only one Howard Smith wrote back, and he asked me for a photograph—one in a swim suit or, better still, in the nude, so he could look for any physical resemblances between me and his nieces.

“I’m letting your mother chew on this for a bit,” Oma says, then lifts her teacup to her glossy peach lips. “You know how she is. She’s not a rash person and always needs time to warm up to an idea.”

“In that case, I think you’ll be waiting about a century, because that’s how long it will probably take for her to warm up to this one.”

“Necessity will sway her, Lucy, which in this case is a blessing. She needs this. Financially and spiritually.”

“Oma?” I ask after a time. “Did my grandfather know how to ice skate?”

Oma tosses her head back and laughs. “The only ice that man ever skated on was the ice over his own heart.”

Oma gets quiet, thoughtful, then says, “I shouldn’t think and talk like that. It’ll bring bad karma. I take it back. And, anyway, I’m exaggerating. Sam cared a lot about a great many things. His children and his wife just didn’t happen to be among them.”

Oma is referring to Mom, of course, and Mom’s twin brother, my uncle Clay. Uncle Clay lives in Mill Valley, California, where he has—in Mom’s words—nipped and tucked his way to fortune as a highly sought-after cosmetic surgeon. I’ve never met him, which figures. Every year, though, his wife sends one of those photo Christmas cards. Uncle Clay has a girl, a year younger than me, and two younger sons. I don’t know much of anything about the girl, Britney, except that she does well in school and likes to sing and that she looks like a very nice person. Three Christmases ago I wrote her a letter that started, Dear Cousin Brit, and in it I told her about myself and asked about her. I never got around to mailing it, though, which is just as well since I told fibs in the letter anyway. Things like how I have six best friends and how once we all visited the underworld together. And also that I figure skate and was being groomed for the 2006 Winter Olympics in Italy, which of course she’d have found out was a lie by now.

“Oma?” I ask—but I don’t have time for my next question about Grandpa, because Mom comes into the kitchen. She pats her hand on the teakettle to see if it’s still hot, then, as she’s getting down a cup, she says flatly, “Okay, I’ll drive you there. Tomorrow morning. But I’m not staying longer than to stretch my legs. And don’t even ask me to, because obviously I need to get back here to start packing and figure out where in the hell we’re going to set up our cardboard box.”

Oma stands, her face glowing with hope—either because of the guarana tea, Mom’s compliance, or both—and she gives Mom a hug. “I’m so happy that you’ve decided to go where the powers that be are leading you, Tess.”

“Nonsense. I’m only giving you a lift because I’ll never get a moment’s peace for the rest of my life if I don’t.”

Mom, whose arms are limp at her sides as Oma hugs her, is crushed up against Oma’s big breasts. And muffled or not, I hear her words when she says, “Just so you know, I could deal with you a hell of a lot better before you turned into this New Age freak.”

And Oma says, “I love you too, honey.”




End of sample
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