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I






Taken





Shed been taken it was said.


Not said aloud! Not in our hearing.


But if you listened. If you listened hard. If you listened past the scared sound of your heart beating. That low rumbling sound like thunder. Taken!


A girl had been taken. From Highlands Park. I knew where that was. I knew who the girl was. We were not supposed to know, yet. We were too young to know. We were very quiet, we did not want to be taken, too. The girl whod been taken had not been a quiet girl but giggly and squirmy and unpredictable in her behavior. I saw a giant bird descending from the sky to punish her. I saw the sky darken with the giant birds outspread wings and bared talons and I saw Lilac Jimson seized in those talons and lifted screaming into the sky.


Taken where?



It was May 1988. I was ten years old. I was in fifth grade at Thomas Jefferson Elementary. I was not a close friend of Lilac Jimson. I saw Lilac running with her brother Roosevelt after school. Roosevelt was older than Lilac, and taller. And Lilac was a year older than me but not taller. Different cleaning ladies came to our house on Lincoln Avenue and one of them used to be Lilacs mother who was called Alina and who spoke in a strange way, it was hard to understand. When someone said That little gypsy-looking girl it was Lilac Jimson they meant. That little colored girl with the tooth. Because Lilac had a gold tooth that flashed when she smiled. Lilac had tight-braided dark hair and skin like creamy cocoa and beautiful sparkly-black eyes. I wanted to be Lilac Jimsons friend but there was some strangeness between us, Lilac laughed and smiled at everybody but not at me. Lilacs sparkly eyes just jumped over me like I wasnt there. I was hurt, I didnt understand. Maybe it had to do with Lilacs mother whod used to clean our house but now another woman, a black woman, cleaned our house. Maybe Lilacs mother had told her not to like me because I was Mr. Grafs daughter and because I lived in that big cobblestone house on Lincoln Avenue with all the trees. I wanted to invite Lilac home with me but I knew that Lilac would laugh and turn away without hearing me. Lilac was so pretty! the only girl who could climb the ropes in gym class, like a little monkey, to the ceiling. Lilac was the first girl at Thomas Jefferson Elementary to get pierced ears, when she was ten. Lilac was a girl to be scolded for being wiggly in her desk but our teacher laughed saying this, you could see Miss Hansen liked Lilac Jimson. But now suddenly Lilac Jimson was That poor little girl who was taken from the park nobody knows where maybe in the river the latest is police are questioning her own father isnt that tragic.







The Glass Heart





It was a sculpted-glass heart Id given my father, that was taken from him when he was dying.


It was a beautiful sculpted-glass heart but not very large.
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I purchased the glass heart in a store on Madison Avenue, New York City. A store of glittering glass objects, mostly imports. I had not much money of my own but this was such a beautiful piece of sculpted glass, with powers of magnification as well, I had to buy it. I was not thinking at the time Why am I buying a glass heart to give to my father for it was the beauty of the object that drew my attention, and the attention of my companion.


The glass heart was marked VENEZIA on its underside.


The glass heart weighed heavy and snug in the palm of my hand.


The glass heart absorbed the warmth of my hand, the beat of my blood, with surprising boldness. I smiled, in surprise. For shouldnt glass be cold?


My companion, with whom Id been traveling for a brief, intense period in my life, shortly to end, wanted to buy the glass heart for me but quickly I told him no, I wanted to buy the glass heart for myself.


Theres someone I want to give it to. I want it only for him.



Gifts you give out of love. Gifts you give out of the sickest guilt. This gift to my father of the sculpted-glass heart was both.



Well, Merilee. Whats this?


My father was suspicious of gifts. Even within the family. He had an aristocrats soul that is offended by the pushy aggression of gift-giving.


Especially, Daddy had never appreciated gifts intended to bear some intimate message.


In this case, the sculpted-glass heart seemed to be intended as a reading aid for Dennis Grafs aging eyes. Yes?


Daddy didnt ask. I hadnt said so. The fact that the glass heart was also a magnifying glass was secondary to its beauty, I might have argued.


 Venezia. Did you buy it there?


I told Daddy no. Id bought it in New York City. 

(As if I might have traveled to Venice without informing my father. As if my life had become so clandestine, so beyond his radar.)


Relations between us had long been uneasy, strained. I had moved away from Mt. Olive permanently. I had attended a small liberal arts college without exactly graduating. I had insisted upon living my own life elsewhere and it wasnt clear to my father what sort of life I was living, who my companions were and why Id never brought one of them home to Mt. Olive to introduce to him. He knows that I have a sexual life. Yet he cant bear it, he no longer has a sexual life of his own.


My mother had died four years ago. Since then, my father had begun to age, visibly. And in his behavior, his habits. Hed sold his successful import business and was now more or less retired. Hed dropped out of an active role in local politics. (Hed served two terms on the Mt. Olive city council and as mayor of the small city of 35,000 inhabitants in the Chautauqua Valley east of Port Oriskany.) His public interests now were mainly philanthropic, the kind executed by donations and endowments arranged by lawyers. I had the uneasy feeling speaking with Daddy on the phone (our calls had always been infrequent, and uneasy) that he was spending more and more time alone. He had a housekeeper, and he had a trusted assistant who dealt with money matters, but he seemed to have given up an active social life. When Id last visited I noticed how he blinked and stared and squinted through his bifocal glasses, with a look of impotent fury, bringing printed material grudgingly into the light to see it more clearly. But, being Daddy, hed only just laughed when I suggested that he see an eye doctor and get his prescription changed.



As if to say Why the hell bother? Im an old man.


But you arent an old man! I wanted to protest. At the time, Daddy was only seventy-one.


My mothers death had been a shock to him, I had to suppose. He had found her collapsed in an upstairs bathroom. Only just fifty-one, shed died of a stroke. At the time Id been nineteen and somewhat estranged from both my parents.


Daddy how could this happen how could Mom die


I mean, how could Mom who wasnt old die


Wasnt there any warning did she have headaches


What were my mothers last words


Questions I did not ask. Not then, and not afterward.


So! Venezia. Who did you travel with, Merilee, to the beautiful doomed city on the sea?


I wondered if Daddy was testing me. Teasing me. Hoping to trip me up in a lie.


I smiled, and repeated that I hadnt bought the glass heart in Venice, but in New York City. Id seen it, and thought of him; and impulsively bought it. That was all.


The way my father held the sculpted-glass heart in the palm of his hand made me wonder if he was thinking of my mother. Poor Edith! Maybe Daddy felt some tinge of guilt, regret. He had not been what youd have called an attentive husband. An affectionate husband. (A faithful husband?) But now the large old cobblestone house at 299 Lincoln Avenue felt like a mausoleum. Daddy never entertained any longer, lived in just a few rooms of the house and had shut up the rest. A housekeeper came several times a week to maintain the house and to prepare meals, if Daddy wasnt eating out.



Aging but not-yet-old. Staring into the sculpted-glass heart as if staring into his own (clouded?) future.


We were in Daddys study. Where for years Id been allowed to come only at Daddys invitation.


It was a beautiful room grown slightly shabby. The heavy Chinese carpet needed hand-cleaning, the dusty brocaded drapes needed replacing. The tall leaded-glass windows needed cleaning inside and out. Daddys furnishings in this room were Victorian-gentlemens-club: mahogany and leather, stolid, stumpy, impressive. That special leather-smell I would associate all my life with my fathers study and what a privilege it was when hed invited me inside to visit with him.


I wanted to think that Dennis Graf was still a vigorous, handsome man. Though his eyes were pouched in loose flesh like a turtles and his skin was creased as if with a netting of cobwebs. Though his manner was more distracted, preoccupied. He seemed to be stirred by, or maybe just annoyed by, the word Venezia, which might have triggered a disturbing memory. I knew that Daddy had traveled to Venice years ago, more than once. While Id been growing up he was often away on business trips to southern Europe, northern Africa, Turkey, the Far East. Graf Imports, Inc. had specialized in importing high-quality goods: works of art, handwoven tapestries, perfumes, spices, upscale gifts of all kinds. Traveling, Daddy had usually taken with him a younger Graf relative whod served as his chief accountant, assistant, and companion. Hed never taken his family with him. He had not taken my mother with him, not once.


Was this strange? I hadnt thought so, at the time. Growing up as Dennis Grafs daughter I wasnt likely to have judged him.



In this study and scattered through the house were mementos from Daddys many trips. Stone figures, wall tapestries, beautifully dyed shawls draped across tables, handwoven carpets. On the floor-to-ceiling shelves in the study were countless travel books. Many of these were oversized and nearly too heavy to lift. There were books of exotic photographs, elaborate maps both current and historic. My father was the only person Id ever met who owned one of those large fantastically detailed globes of the earth which you turn with your fingers, attached to a handsome carved-mahogany base, the sort of thing seen usually in reference rooms of older, affluent public libraries.


This globe was close beside Daddys desk where, turning in his swivel chair, he could idly rotate it, in a contemplative mood. I saw that it was still in perfect condition, after decades. When Id been a naive little girl I had imagined that Earth was colored like Daddys globe, each country marked off from its neighbors by a distinctive color and a thin black outline.


Daddy had acquired the globe in the 1950s. Many, perhaps most of the countries indicated on its surface no longer existed. Their names had been changed. Their territories. Entire cultures had been wiped away. The melancholy thought came to me that when my father died, the beautiful globe would be taken away as trash.


To break the awkward silence, I suggested that Daddy use the glass heart to read maps. Some of your maps, Daddy, the print is so small its impossible to


Daddy made a sucking noise with his lips. One of his oldman habits, that had emerged in the past year or so. A veiled look came over his face. He didnt like anyone, especially one of the women in his family, to tell him what to do, even elliptically. I worried that hed open his fingers (as if accidentally) and the heart would fall to the hardwood floor where it would shatter with a sound like sharp staccato laughter.


Instead, Daddy tossed the sculpted-glass heart in his hand. As if it werent exquisite, expensive. As if it were a tennis ball, an orange. Tossed it, caught it, saw the look of fleeting alarm in my face, and winked at me. Well, Merilee! Youve become quite the gift-giver, eh?


Was this an accusation, or some sort of chiding praise! I waited for Daddy to say more. Trying to smile, leaning forward in anticipation.



Not until nearly two years later in June 2004 would I see the sculpted-glass heart again, locating it in my fathers study to bring to him in the cardiac unit of Mt. Olive General Hospital.







Gift-Giver





Quite the gift-giver. Youve become.


Well, Merilee!


Hed meant to mock, I think. Or maybe it was an expression of sympathy. Gift-giver: my daughter.


I knew exactly how it had begun, and when.



hearing about it soon enough, Edith. If you dont want to tell the child, I will.


My aunt was talking to my mother. My aunt had a way of speaking like knife blades chopping and my mothers voice was doughy-soft like bread.


called and asked me to drop by. Hes concerned about Merilee, and hes concerned about you. Tell Edith theres no danger for us. Hes going to post a reward, if the little girl isnt found by tonight. Hes going to join the search team, if


At this time, Lilac Jimson had been missing for more than forty hours. It was late afternoon of the day following the day following the evening of May 22, 1988, when Lilac Jimson had been taken, it was believed from a picnic grove above a steep, treacherous-rocky ravine that ran through Highlands Park. I knew none of this. I was a child who could not have said the date of any day. I was considered a bright child in school and yet probably I could not have said, without pausing to think hard, the name of the month, even the date of the year.


Facts are obdurate as rocks, boulders. Facts are the province of adults. Childrens eyes are drawn to balloons, floating things.


Facts havent much meaning to children. Only when they cease to be children.


This fact: of the (white, well-to-do) residents of the Lincoln Avenue section of Mt. Olive, my father Dennis Graf, at this time a former mayor of Mt. Olive, in his late fifties and still an active civic leader, was one of the few to involve himself in the search for eleven-year-old Lilac Jimson. When a $20,000 reward was offered for information leading to the return of Lilac Jimson, organized by a coalition of concerned Mt. Olive citizens, as the local media would report, most of the $20,000 had been pledged by Dennis Graf.


So I would learn, eventually. Though not from my father who was, in unexpected ways, considering his gregarious personality, a reticent man who shrank from seeming to speak well of himself.


really, Edith! We are quite safe here. Merilee should return to school tomorrow. You dont want to make her fearful and anxious


Fearful and anxious like you.


The women were in the kitchen. The door was shut. My mother and my aunt probably thought that I was upstairs in my room for Id been sick with fever that morning. Id crept down the stairs slowly, knowing precisely which steps creaked, and where. My caution wasnt so very different from the caution of my game of coming down these stairs stepping only on the insides of the steps and never on the carpet where, if you stared hard, you could see dark squiggly shapes like snakes.


There was a front staircase in our house, with a plush dark-rose carpet and no snakes. It was only the back stairs leading down to the kitchen and the back hall where, in the dark-patterned carpet, the snakes hid.


No time for snakes now! I was listening to my aunt Cameron talking to my mother. Eavesdropping in practice before I knew the terminology, or even the concept. Eavesdropping in order to hear what I was not supposed to hear and so it was crucial, I couldnt let them see me.


Merilee! my mother would cry in a thin hurt wail of a voice which was a signal of my mothers anger always kept hidden in the way my mother wore loose-fitting slope-shouldered cardigan sweaters over shirts and loose-fitting baggy slacks to hide her stick-body inside.


Merilee what are you doing, you bad girl what are you thinking my mother would cry breathless and wounded and tears would well in her red-rimmed eyes and make me ashamed.


When Aunt Cameron came to our house and Daddy wasnt home it was for a purpose. For Aunt Cameron would not come to visit my mother without a purpose. You could hear in Aunt Camerons voice how she was trying to be patient with my mother the way our teacher Miss Hansen tried to be patient with certain of my classmates for whom reading and arithmetic did not come easily. It was a Graf way of speaking. It was Daddys way of speaking he sometimes softened with a wink and a smile. that little gypsy-looking girl, is it? Her mother used to clean house here


My heart began to beat hard, I gripped my knees tight against my chest. I knew it was Lilac Jimson my aunt meant.


from Poland, couldnt speak English very well, poor thing. And taking up with that big hulking black man from the West Indies, that got fired from his janitor-job, I heard, way back last winter and hasnt been working since. It isnt surprising that something terrible has happened, seven children living in that row house, you have to wonder what goes on in households like that, this wasnt on the local news but people are saying there may be drugs involved, a drug dealer from Rochester, black of course, the poor little girl might have been taken for revenge and her own father might be involved, the police have been questioning him Ive heard, including Rochester police, Dennis said he hoped to God that this wasnt it, those people can be vicious to one another My aunts chop-chopping voice paused, my mother might have murmured a response, or nodded her head, the way my mother had learned to do at such times knowing that some sort of response was required to indicate that she was listening. And Aunt Cameron continued, vehement as a scolding schoolteacher, imagine, seven children in that family! And all of them dark like gypsies. People are saying that the little girl who was taken is very pretty, a bright lively little girl, still you have to wonder, exactly what was she doing wandering off from her sisters, the poor child I can only imagine how terrified, well I cant imagine, its so awful. You know they say, if a child is taken and isnt found within twenty-four hours, or if the kidnapper doesnt call Aunt Cameron sighed loudly. There was a scraping of her chair against the tile floor of the kitchen, like punctuation. One of the stories Id heard was her sisters hadnt missed her, at the park? Where there was some kind of game? Mostly older black boys, I think. Of course they are all being questioned. And the father. And the mother. Oh that poor woman, that poor pathetic woman just think what she must be living through, her daughter missing and she must blame herself, she should blame herself, being involved with such Well! My aunts voice dipped in indignation, then resurfaced crackling with reproach. The sisters hadnt even missed her, at the park. And it was after dark. They thought shed already gone home, they said. You have to wonder if those young girls were drinking, or smoking dope, or worse. Of course they were fooling around with boys. Probably adult men! They get themselves pregnant already in middle school, those coloreds. And with a mother like thatmy aunt made a harsh sound as if she was clearing her nose, in disgustcant be expected to behave any differently, I suppose. We are so lucky in Mt. Olive that we dont have much of this. Just along Eastman and South Main. And that block of row houses by the train depot. The county welfare office has much to answer for, giving financial support to people like that! I know, some of them work. This Alina works. But she still had time to take up housekeeping with this man named Jimson didnt she! How a woman from Warsaw who cant speak English, who people say isnt right in the head, takes up with a black man, I cant imagine, can you? Maybe in a tavern? I only hope, Edith, that when she worked in this house she didnt bring the little girl along and Merilee never met the child



I waited for my mother to say yes Merilee has met her. Merilee knows Lilac Jimson, they are in the same grade at school.


But Mom said nothing, that I could hear. I had to imagine her fretful and frowning, not wishing to risk an opinion. In Aunt Camerons presence, as in Daddys, my mother was very quiet. Words that seemed to tumble with such ease and authority from others mouths were stopped-up and choked in hers.


I realize, they attend the same school. But Merilee doesnt associate with such girls, does she? Dennis says he doesnt think so. He says it has been at least three years since this Alina worked for you, and so


Three years. If Daddy said so, it was so. But I seemed to remember Lilacs mother Alina, not so long ago. She was a short fattish white-skinned woman with a voice that chattered at you, like a bird chirping. She wore coveralls and tied her straw-colored hair back in a scarf. Cleaning house, she hummed and sang with the noise of the vacuum cleaner. She called me what sounded like Mary Leigh and said I had the prettiest curls shed ever seen.


More than once, Alina brought Lilac to our house. But Lilac had to stay in the kitchen, to wait for Alina to finish her work. I would catch a glimpse of her, the little gypsy-looking girl as my mother called her, but I wasnt allowed to play with her. Mostly when cleaning women came to the house, Mom left to go shopping and took me with her. Strangers in the house made her nervous, she said. She felt bad, other women working for her. Before marrying my father, shed worked. Oh shed worked from the time she was fifteenmy mother began to tell me, then thought better of it.



Aunt Camerons voice was lifting now, roused as if to action. better for us to tell her, Edith, than for her to hear of it from other children. I only pray, if that poor child has been taken by some sex maniac and murdered, it happened far away, and her body is never found. The very worst that can happen, the worst nightmare for Mt. Olive, is that she is found somewhere close by, and


I was crouched on the stairs, hugging my knees to my chest. I felt an icy wave wash over me. Id heard my aunts terrible words and yet I had not. Id heard the mix of alarm and petulance in her voice but I couldnt make sense of her words.


Taken. Sex maniac. Murdered.


That morning my mother hadnt wanted me to go to school. Touching my forehead with her cold fingers saying I had a fever, no no no I was not going to school. It was raining, it was a dark day, no. I would have to stay home, in bed.


I saw the worry in my mothers eyes, that scared me. In my confusion I thought maybe what had happened to Lilac Jimson was beginning to happen to me.


Already I felt sickish, weak. My mouth was dry like sand. My skin smarted where the sheets touched it.


The day before at school there was Lilacs empty desk. Right there at the front of the room, farthest row to the right by the windows. Lilac was so squirmy and wiggly, Miss Hansen said she wanted Lilac to sit right where I can see you. Miss Hansen liked Lilac, though. You could see that Miss Hansen liked Lilac a lot though Lilac was restless when we were doing arithmetic and had a way of twisting in her desk, to laugh over her shoulder at her friends. Her smile had a flash of gold. The tiny studs in her ears were gold. Her eyes were sparkly-black like my favorite dolls eyes except those eyes would never look at me, and I could not ask why.


But already at school there was talk, something had happened to Lilac Jimson which was why she wasnt in school, something had happened that wasnt just being sick or falling off a bicycle and hurting herself, it had happened in Highlands Park only a mile away from Thomas Jefferson Elementary, Lilac had been taken, Lilac was missing and nobody knew where. All day, Miss Hansen was nervous and distracted glancing often at the door as if expecting someone to come in, but no one did. Not once did Miss Hansen comment on Lilacs vacant desk right in front of her and not once did any of us ask about Lilac. Most of us were sitting stiff and strange at our desks. Nobody talked much. Only a few boys acted silly. But even these boys didnt dare ask about Lilac Jimson.


I knew not to ask about her. Not at school, and not at home.


Usually I walked home from school, but that day Mom was parked at the curb to take me home. I knew from the nervous way she smiled and didnt ask anything about school that I wasnt supposed to know the little I knew about Lilac and that, if my mother suspected that I knew even the little that I knew, she would be upset. And Daddy would be disgusted with her, for Daddy didnt like Mom when she was being what he called anxious, nerved-up.


What he called weak-minded and unstable and not a healthy influence on our daughter.


cant be shielded. It will only make her more


Chairs were being scraped against the kitchen floor. I had to escape, I knew that my mother would come looking for me. If I went back upstairs to my room Id be trapped. I knew how my mothers thin wavering voice would lift up the stairsMerilee? Are you there? I slipped outside through the back door. The rain had stopped, there was bright blinding sunshine. Like other properties on Lincoln Avenue ours was so large you could hardly see to the end of it. There were many places where I could hide: behind the garage, behind the gardening sheds, in the old pear orchard. I knew a secret place at the very back where I could crawl through an evergreen hedge and hide down in the ravine about a hundred feet away, a deep rocky gorge where I wasnt supposed to play because I might hurt myself, except I knew that this was the same ravine that ran through Highlands Park.


Close behind the house was a swing set. I ran there, and began swinging. I wasnt hiding, Mom could find me. I didnt want not to be found. Gripping the rope handles tight and pushing myself into the air. Shut my eyes tight kicking both feet hard against the ground. Higher, higher! Thinking Until Mom tells me about Lilac it hasnt happened yet. At a short distance I could hear my mothers plaintive voiceMerilee? Where are you? My eyes were shut but I could see my mothers tense worried face, that looked like a girls face until you came closer.


Merilee for heavens sake! I have something to tell you, please stop that swinging.


I opened my eyes. It was Aunt Cameron, not Mom.


Now it was too late to hide. For Lilac Jimson, and for me.



Next day, it began.


I mean, I began. Gift-giving.



I dont remember where the idea came from. I dont remember having any clear motives for anything I did as a child. But I began to take to school certain of my treasures and gave them to girls who were friends or almost-friends or girls I hoped would be my friends. If Lilac Jimson had been in school I would have given her my nicest treasure, a pink real pearl necklace my grandmother Graf had given to me for when Merilee is older.


There was also a silver pin I loved, in the shape of a kitty-cat with tiny blue sapphires for eyes. There was an American Princess Barbie Doll with a tiara and a white taffeta gown, and there was a plastic sphere with a large beautiful black and yellow butterfly inside, kept on a windowsill in my room. There was an almost-new watercolor set, and there was my special silver spoon with the initial M engraved on the handle, and there were books, my favorite Black Stallion books. All of these I gave away. (The silver spoon, I gave to a shy girl named Miranda who almost cried to think that Id bought a spoon with M engraved on it just for her.) I was so nice, I was the nicest girl in fifth grade. I was so generous, I was like a flash fire throwing off sparks and light! I made new friends, and girls whod already been my friends liked me better.


Six school days in a row, and Lilac Jimson was still missing.


I would have said that the treasures were mine to give away because they were mine but I hid them from my mother, who drove me to school every day now, and picked me up after school. And so I must have known that what I was doing was bad. I must have known that my parents would not like what I was doing. Yet my ten-year-olds logic was if my parents did not know what I was doing, it could not be bad.


On the seventh day, Miss Hansen began to be suspicious of me. For always there was a flurry of activity around me, with my new friends. And there were girls eager to be my friends, even boys were crowding around me. Miss Hansen took me aside and asked what I was doing and the girl to whom I was giving one of my treasures quickly pushed it back at me and said she didnt want it. And Miss Hansen said, Oh Merilee, in a sad voice, but did not scold me. But when Mom came to pick me up that afternoon she was close to crying, for Miss Hansen had called to tell her what Id done. Mom had searched my room and discovered things missing. One of these, the pink pearl necklace, she called a family heirloom. I tried to explain that the treasures were mine to give away but Mom was agitated as Id rarely seen her saying I had no right, I had no right to give my possessions away, especially the pearl necklace from Grandmother Graf Id never yet been allowed to wear. If your father finds out, he will be furious at both of us.


My mothers face was sickly-white splotched with freckles like discolored raindrops. I was embarrassed of her in public for she seemed so unlike the mothers of my classmates, her eyes downcast and her manner edgy and apologetic. If someone said, Hello, Mrs. Graf, she reacted with a nervous smile and barely murmured a response. My father disliked my mother looking washed-out and plain in public so whenever Mom left the house she hastily smeared crimson lipstick on her mouth, but wore no other makeup and only just brushed her sparrow-colored hair back behind her ears. She was tall, nearly six feet. She carried herself with an oddly aggressive shyness. Her mouth had a look of rubbery anguish as if, instead of smiling, her mouth really wanted to cry. Her eyes had a look of hot, pent-up tears as if, even when she was smiling, her eyes really wanted to cry. In my mothers large-knuckled hands there was a perpetual tremor as if those hands really wanted to close into fists and strike out. (In fact, Mom never struck me, never even squeezed my arm or shoulder to discipline me. Her admonitions were all verbal, sighs and sobs. I saw with surprise how the mothers of other children stooped to hug and kiss them, and the children hugged and kissed their mothers, as if this was the most natural behavior in the world!)


My mother did not touch me now, though her hands trembled. She was short of breath, struggling to speak.


Merilee. How could you


Now I began to cry. Now I was more frightened for myself than for Lilac Jimson.


I was made to understand that Id done something very bad. And that my mother would try to protect me, from my father finding out.


Of the treasures Id given away, that I had to confess to Mom, the heirloom necklace of pink pearls and the silver spoon engraved with my initial and the beautiful big black and yellow butterfly (that my father had brought back to me from a faraway exotic country called Thailand) were most important. Mom wrote notes to the mothers of the girls to whom Id given these gifts, for Mom hated to use the telephone, and within a few days all three gifts were returned through the mail.


So ashamed! A gift-giver who takes back her gifts.


Daddy never knew what Id done. Mom and I never spoke of the incident afterward. (As we never spoke of Lilac Jimson and what might have become of her.) I was made to feel embarrassed and ashamed at school and I understood that I must be extra-nice all the time now, to be liked. I would become one of those girls (there were several in fifth grade) who said only nice things about others and not nasty things. I would practice smiling into a mirror. I would become a pretty girl with dark-brown springy hair and dark shining eyes. I would smile to make people like me. Even if they didnt like me, I would smile at them, and eventually they would like me; or, if they didnt, if they distrusted my smile, my wish to believe only the best of people or at any rate to behave as if I believed only the best, it would not matter because to observe me smiling happily you would conclude that Merilee Graf was well liked, she was a good girl with many friends and not the kind of girl to whom anything bad would ever happen, maybe.







Jim-Jim





I was a pretty girl, now Im a pretty woman: twenty-six years old. In pleated cherry-red silk, shimmering. In my shiny-dark springy hair trimmed short, exposing the tips of my ivory ears. Im quick to smile, its instinctive. Im a gift-giver who gives the gift of myself knowing that I can take it back at any time.


At least, that has been my practice. I will have to admit that Ive made a few mistakes.


Hey: Merlee.


Roosevelt.


It was a shock. Hed taken me by surprise. Stepping out of the elevator into the lobby of Mt. Olive General
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After Lilac
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