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PART ONE

MADRID



ONE

That was the year I decided to become one of the Butlers. My mother was the reason for this pledge. She fell in love with George Vasquez, our building superintendent, and ran away with him the day after my fourteenth birthday. She didn’t even leave a note, and Pilar, George’s daughter, had to break the news to my father that they had headed to Spain. My father, when drunk (which was now nearly every night), would say that George and my mother reminded him of a bad joke told by a fat Catskills comic. My wife went off with the super, but now my toilet works. My super was super at unplugging our sink and plugging my wife. If I had only called Roto Rooter instead. At least that’s one less tip at Christmas. And so on. 

When I thought about George, all I could remember was a stringy mop sliding suds across the lobby’s linoleum tiles. I knew there must be a hand attached to the handle, but I only saw George’s heavy black shoes, the laces untied and frayed. His footsteps echoed up and down the stairway, and sometimes George deliberately scraped his heels across the floor, a sound almost like fingers scratching against a blackboard. I would concentrate and George, like a developing photograph, would slowly come into focus: a short, dark man handsome in a way I was too young to understand. His lips looked overripe, too pretty for a man like him, and his eyes had a way of following you, warm against your back, like a searchlight.

George took care of our apartments; repaired leaking pipes, set and retrieved rattraps, plastered cracks in the walls, and even fixed typewriters. He also mended the plants the building tenants abandoned: ailing African lilies, withered begonias, rotting rhododendron. George could make a damaged stem whole, breathe life into a withered cactus. He converted a back room in the basement into a greenhouse with purple fluorescent lighting, and I liked to go down there when my parents argued. The light made my skin look blue, and there was a smell in the room like chlorine. Next door was the laundry room with its constant rush of roaring water, and the leaky basement pipes dripped water too. I felt as if I were swimming in a pool or the ocean. No one took care of George’s plants after he left with my mother, and I crept downstairs and stole a lonely geranium. But my thumb was not as green and the geranium, like an abandoned lover, turned inward, the crumpled leaves dropping one by one.

But what I remembered most were the paintings. George’s works were stored in the bicycle room. Mrs. Campbell next door repeatedly complained about these paintings, claiming they took up space which rightfully belonged to Chuck Jr.’s tricycle, but she’d never dare move the canvases herself. George’s work looked dangerous to touch; tinged with acid. My father said the paint could have been spat onto the canvas, but I thought there was something so alive, throbbing, about those violent bursts of green, purple, and red. Once I placed my hand on a corner of the canvas and bits of paint, like tiny stars of glitter, stuck on my nails and wouldn’t wash off for days.

My mother always worked at home. Her first job was tie-dyeing T-shirts in our bathtub and making spin art, which she sold to tourists in Washington Square Park. But then the eighties came, and, as my mother described it, all the flower children went to Wharton and got high on bonds. Marriage was fashionable again, so she decided to cash in and become a wedding invitation calligrapher. She liked to listen to folk music when she worked: especially early Bob Dylan, her pen keeping time with the beat. A cup of herbal tea was always within her reach, as well as a bowl of olives which she nibbled at constantly. She usually wrote with five or six different kinds of pens, but always the same feathery blue-black ink, an outrageously expensive brand she could only purchase at a store in the Bowery run by a blind Hungarian émigré.

When I was nine, I accidentally knocked a bottle of this precious ink over the pile of envelopes my mother had so painstakingly prepared all afternoon. My mother dropped to her knees at the sight of her ruined work, and then plunged her hands into the wet mess as if her flesh could turn into a sponge. I sobbed inconsolably over what I had done, and my mother comforted me by claiming it didn’t matter, she would do it again tomorrow. But she never did readdress the envelopes, and told the bride’s mother that the package she had sent the day before must have been lost in the mail. The ruined pile was by her feet as she lied so convincingly over the phone, and as she talked she stirred the envelopes with the toe of her right slipper. I was astounded by her duplicity, and after she replaced the receiver on the hook she glanced at me and said, “It doesn’t matter. The bride is only marrying him for his money.” Then she dropped the envelopes into the trash, humming along with Dylan.

So she was surely at home, “calligraphing,” when George came to mend whatever was wrong. This was the scenario I wanted to believe was real, and imagined over and over again as I tried to sleep at night. For some reason I chose a Tuesday in July; a hot, hot summer afternoon. Because of an overactive dishwasher that seemed to drown everything in steam, the kitchen was unbearable, the wallpaper sweated. The fan in the window blew in dead insects and fumes from overheated cars, ice cubes instantly melted into cloudy water. George’s shirt was soaked with sweat, and the first thing he did when he walked into the kitchen was to lean over the sink and drink directly from the faucet. Something twisted inside my mother as she watched his mouth strain to meet the rushing water, the bristles of his moustache shiny and wet. George’s muscles were taut, and his T-shirt slid up to reveal a smooth band of brown skin. He was probably surprised my mother was still there, and watching.

“I’ll only be five minutes,” he told her, thinking she was impatient for him to finish.

Suddenly nervous, my mother nodded and stumbled out of the kitchen. Back in the dining room, she tried to concentrate on her work, but the pen felt slippery in her fingers, the ink soaking through the paper. Behind the door she heard the clanking of pipes, hammer against metal. Then a strange noise that sounded like a plate falling, not breaking, but rolling across the tiles. She stood up and walked back to the kitchen, where she saw George unconscious on the floor. He had collapsed from heat exhaustion, his breath faint against my mother’s cheek as she bent over to take his pulse. Wet hair was matted against his forehead. My mother tried to give George mouth-to-mouth resuscitation and several minutes later he came to, his lips, which I could almost feel, warm against hers. They both pulled away, trembling, stuttered apologies, and then without a word, resumed kissing.

Or perhaps after George regained consciousness he asked if he could lie on the bed and when my mother came in, with a pitcher of ice water, he took her in his strong arms, rubbed his parched lips against her neck, wound his fingers through her own, and brought her hand to his heart. I decided my mother smelled like vanilla that day, and her pale arms were the color of milk. George’s cologne, musky and a little ripe, like a damaged peach, permeated the bed sheets. Maybe that night my father’s nose detected something different, but he thought it was a new kind of fabric softener, and fell asleep as my mother stood over the bathroom sink, the Noxema on her face making her tears taste like medicine.

Maybe I shouldn’t have been so surprised. My mother was always running away. She had eloped with my father when she was only seventeen. My father described the scene as “High Gothic in Brooklyn.” My mother had tied all her sheets together and from her third-floor window climbed down into my father’s arms. The wind was howling and the moon was full and at first their rented Buick wouldn’t start. But somehow they made it to Reno, where they got married in a chapel next to Sears Roebuck. The second time she ran away was when she discovered she was pregnant. My mother said she had only intended to go to the A & P for a carton of orange juice, but somehow found herself an hour later at the Greyhound Station buying a cross-country ticket to San Francisco. She tried to track down all her old friends at a house in Haight-Ashbury but only discovered a David’s Cookies store instead. So she bought herself a Grateful Dead album and sent a telegram to my father asking for money.

Once, when I was eleven, I came home from school and bumped into her trying to hail a cab. She carried a large Samsonite suitcase, and wore my Mickey Mouse cap perched on top of her head. “I feel like going to Disneyland,” she told me. “Want to come?”

We only got as far as the subway. “Coppertone!” my mother suddenly cried, stopping right at the token booth. “We forgot the suntan lotion!” The phone rang as soon as we got back in the apartment and my mother spent nearly an hour convincing one of her clients not to cancel her wedding. “But the invitations are so gorgeous…” was her argument, and somehow the woman on the other end agreed that this was reason enough to marry a man she didn’t love. That night when my father inquired about the packed suitcase in the kitchen my mother stared as if it belonged to someone else. Sometimes she would disappear before dinner and not return till late, explaining she had a sudden urge to go to a folk club in Greenwich Village or a yen for dumplings in Chinatown. After my mother took off for a whole weekend to see Bruce Springsteen in Asbury Park, she returned contrite, mainly, I thought, because her friend’s car had broken down somewhere on the New Jersey Turnpike.

“I’m sorry, darling,” she began, holding my hand. “Everyone needs a little fresh air, and I suppose I need it more than most. But what’s important is not the fresh air, but how you find it.”

My father never seemed very bothered about these incidents. My mother had married much too young, he explained, and never quite grew out of her rebellious phase. “She’ll be back,” he always told me as I waited like a puppy by the door. “She always comes back.” But George was different. She had never run away with a man before, and Spain was even farther than California.

At first my father, the algebra teacher, considered my mother’s affair in terms of a mathematical equation. George plus Elizabeth didn’t add up, and he tried to solve the problem with vodka. He had always drunk a little too much, but never during the day. Now, as soon as he got home from school, he would go straight to the liquor cabinet and down two martinis before he even said hello. Some of my friends at school told me that my father had begun to act strange in class; mumbling, swaying unsteadily, and dismissing everyone ten minutes before the bell. I was scared he would lose his job and just disintegrate into someone like the strange chattering man who lived on Broadway who supposedly was a former Columbia University Professor.

Then one morning, my father surprised me. At breakfast he reached across the table and took my hand. I was spooning cereal into my mouth, and was unhappy with the interruption.

“What is it?” I asked, mouth inches from my oats.

“Rachel, I have something very important to tell you.”

“Hurry up or we’ll both be late for school.”

“You know how we usually go skiing in New Hampshire during Christmas vacation? Well, this year we’re going somewhere a little different.”

“Oh? Where?”

My father’s eyes were bright and his cheeks flushed with excitement. Releasing my hand, he quickly downed a glass of orange juice as if for support, and wiped his mouth vigorously with a napkin.

“Spain. We’re going to Spain.”

I dropped a spoonful of oats to the floor. “Not Madrid…”

“Yes. Tell me, have you ever been in love?”

“I’m only fourteen.”

“Come on, Rachel. I know you talked about this stuff with Mom. Don’t you have a boyfriend?”

The only boy I ever had a crush on was Edwin Butler, who was adored by every other ninth grade girl. I saw Edwin Butler’s almond eyes, his yellow hair, which I thought would taste like lemon ice, and his mouth, that always made my tongue feel swollen.

“I love your mother,” my father said. “I always will, and I can’t give up on her yet. If she’s not coming home then we’ll have to go to Spain and bring her back.”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to come back.”

“Then at least we will have tried, Rachel. Do you know the two most terrible words in the English language?”

I shook my head.

“If only. I’ve been saying them to myself all my life. If only I’d stood up to my father and become an actor. If only we had moved to New Hampshire and bought the farm. If only I wasn’t a math teacher. If only I wouldn’t drink so much. If only I had been more loving to Elizabeth. If only I caught George sneaking up the back staircase. But I’m not going to say it anymore. I don’t want to be a coward. This is war; if we don’t put on a good offensive for Elizabeth, who will?”

This kind of impulsive scheme was typical of my father. As a teenager he had run away with the circus and for an entire summer was decked out as Jiggles the Tap-Dancing Clown until Grandfather, the Presbyterian minister, found him in North Dakota. Instead of attending Columbia University my father joined an East Village theater group and dressed in fatigues until my grandfather threatened to cut off all his money. Then he eloped with my mother after taking her out only twice to the movies.

None of my friends’ parents were so flighty. Their families were as solid as rock; no one, nothing, could dissolve them. Sometimes I wished my parents would just settle down; and that my father wouldn’t stagger drunk in and out of rooms, losing his balance, slipping and hitting his head. All I wanted was everything for once to be still.

“How would we find her?” I asked, still skeptical about my father’s latest stunt. “I can’t even find Spain on a map.”

“Geography was never your strong point, Rachel. Mrs. Vasquez gave me George’s uncle’s address in Madrid.”

“This still sounds crazy to me.”

“I know it does, honey,” he said hoarsely. His face looked paler, and he clasped his hands and cracked his knuckles. “But the whole situation is crazy. Extreme circumstances call for extreme measures. I love her. George can’t love her as much as I do. And even if he did, she’s still my wife. I don’t know about Elizabeth, but I took those ‘til death do us part’ vows damn seriously. Madrid’s not that far away. What’s a mere six hours on a plane? It’s the least I can do to save my marriage.”

I felt a sudden surge of pride. Here was my father risking everything for the woman he adored. Notorious was one of my mother’s and my favorite old movies and I imagined my father would be like Cary Grant saving Ingrid Bergman from the Nazis. He would carry my mother down the same winding marble staircase, she pale and lovely, swooning “Oh! You love me!” My mother always said my father sounded like Cary Grant, with an accent neither American nor English but belonging to some other country, where everyone drank gin and tonics in glasses filled with tinkling ice cubes. My father’s students had crushes on him, dribbled Jean Naté cologne over their homework, left crushed flowers in their exam books. Life, I always thought, would be so much easier if my father was plain and clumsy and I was the beauty.

“All right,” I told him. “Just promise we’ll be okay if she doesn’t want to come back with us.”

“Of course she’ll come back. Keep the faith, Melody,” my father said, patting my hand. “Everything will be all right.”

Melody was my original name. At ten I announced I would from now on be called Rachel. Rachel was the dullest name I could think of; no one would ever accuse a Rachel of having a hippie mom who still ate Granola bars and wore Earth shoes. But it was my father, the preppy from New Hampshire, who had the real social conscience. He always kept a pocketful of change for beggars and worked at a soup kitchen in the Bowery. My father rescued lost animals he found in Riverside Park; mangled kittens left in shoe boxes, dogs so starved they’d try to swallow a sneaker. The animals lived in our spare bedroom, the floor padded with discarded towels and pillows. But tenants complained about the noise and someone phoned the Health Department; my father gave most of our menagerie to the ASPCA, though he was convinced our animals would be murdered there and sold in Chinatown for chow mein. I often tried to remind him that not everyone wanted to be saved. That the wino enjoying his Thunderbird in the early morning sun liked lying there in Central Park, and wasn’t interested in going out to brunch on the Upper West Side. That maybe my mother was very happy with George in Madrid. No one had forced her to leave us the way she did.

Mrs. Vasquez was the only person who knew about our trip. My mother’s parents were dead, and my father’s mother lived in a senior citizen’s home near Dartmouth College. My Aunt Ruth, my mother’s sister, had married into an Orthodox Jewish family and decided my mother was as good as dead for marrying a minister’s son. My father’s brother, an English teacher in Japan, fell in love with a Geisha and lived with her in Osaka. Because I was too embarrassed to tell my friends what happened to my mother, I quickly dropped all of them and wouldn’t return their phone calls. As for my father, his drinking and frequent nastiness alienated both colleagues at school and his ever-shrinking circle of friends. We were embarrassed: my mother and our building super wasn’t Masterpiece Theater, but something crude and outlandish, like an outdated episode of Love American Style.

At the airline check-in counter I told my father I refused to sit next to him on the plane.

“But this is a six-hour overnight flight,” he argued. “Who knows what you’ll be sitting next to, or what could happen at four A.M.…”

“But James,” I moaned. (I called him James when I was annoyed, or trying to wheedle something out of him, or felt like he wasn’t being much of a father.) “This is Iberia Airlines, not Times Square. And anyway, my health would be more endangered if I sat next to you in the smoking section.”

My father couldn’t disagree with that. He was a chain smoker with yellowing blistered fingers and sloppy habits. He left a trail of ashes wherever he went, and I would find crushed cigarette stubs on the top of my cereal box, in the soap dish, nestling between the sugar packets in the sugar bowl. My mother hated his cigarettes too, and for a long period when I was in seventh grade walked about the apartment wearing a surgical mask. But our efforts were in vain, and after my mother left, my father’s smoking became nonstop.

“All right,” my father finally relented. “But if anyone lays a finger on you, kick him where it’s most painful and add that your dad gave permission to gouge his eyes out too.”

My father and I argued in the souvenir shop. I wanted to buy several sweatshirts and he said no, that once we were in Madrid we should look like natives, not tourists. The sweatshirts I wanted had stencils of the Manhattan skyline with a round, red setting sun or the Statue of Liberty surrounded by sailboats. The cashier kept punching the price in, my father would shake his head, and she’d have to get her manager to void the receipt. My father bought himself an anthropology magazine which seemed to be covered in the same white dust as featured in the lead story about the Sahara. It didn’t seem fair to leave without any memento of my hometown, so I shoplifted a fifty-cent Empire State Building chrome lighter, which I would lose thirty minutes later.

As we waited to board the plane, my father suddenly told me to hold his place in line. “I’ll be right back,” he said urgently. “Don’t move an inch.” His face was pale and his eyes, usually blue, looked washed out like faded denim. I didn’t know if he was scared of flying, or suddenly terrified at the thought that this could all be a failed mission. At the airport bar he ordered shots. My father thought vodka didn’t smell. His choice used to be whiskey, but one of his students complained, and my father, rather than cut back, decided to change drinks.

I watched him make his way through the crowd, his shoulders hunched forward as if any moment he expected a crushing tackle. My father still walked with a slight limp from his accident. A bike messenger on Sixth Avenue had run over his left foot. My father claimed the messenger was high; the teenager said my father was drunk and crossed against the light. Both were probably right, and all I could think was what if the bicycle had been a truck?

My father wore his usual outfit: faded chinos, scruffy loafers with worn down heels, an old, Irish fisherman’s wool sweater with a wrinkled Brooks Brothers striped shirt and a creased navy blue jacket. I once heard a family friend describe my father’s style as “definitely decadent Andover.” According to my mother, he just picked up whatever was on the floor and hoped nothing clashed too much. That morning my father had visited the barber, and his pale blond hair was cropped so close that in some places you could see the pink scalp. The newly exposed back of his neck looked as fragile and white as an eggshell.

Over the loudspeaker a breathless female voice announced exotic destinations as if they were pop songs: Tobago, Port-Au-Prince, and Jakarta, which sounded to me like an exotic tea with rose-colored leaves. The lounge’s seats were filled with passengers or piles of luggage; one man in a trench coat embraced his leather suitcase as if it were a person he couldn’t bear to leave.

“Rachel,” I heard my father call, “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

He clutched a half-crushed plastic cup. A young woman in a purple coat stood next to him. At first I thought she was a stewardess, and then I saw that she too held a plastic cup with melting ice cubes and an Iberia airplane ticket.

My father crouched down till his face was next to mine. I recognized the faint scent of vodka, which always reminded me of watered-down formaldehyde.

“Who’s she?” I asked.

“Who?”

My father seemed surprised the woman had followed him and began rubbing his hands nervously together. “I think her name is Cynthia. Cynthia Lime.”

My father stood up and awkwardly nodded to Cynthia Lime. Strange women were always trying to pick him up. He was blond, blue-eyed, and tall, and had perfect teeth. Though he sounded like Cary Grant, most people thought he looked like Robert Redford gone to seed.

“Cindy, this is my daughter, Rachel. Rachel, Cindy.”

“Cynthia,” she corrected him. She was a tall and emaciated girl with a physique like a hat stand. Her dark hair was pulled severely back with a tortoiseshell barrette, and she smiled in a tight way that made her eyeballs recede slightly into her head. A large backpack hung from her shoulders, the bulging outer pocket crammed full. Cynthia unzipped the pocket, took out a plastic bag filled with what looked like cereal and weighed it in her hand.

“These are my grains,” she explained. “If I eat a tablespoon from each bag once every hour, I won’t get any jet lag.”

“Well?” I moaned to my father. “Are we leaving or not?”

“Of course, Rachel. I don’t hang out in airport lounges for fun.” My father grinned, and Cynthia laughed in a tinkling way that surprised me. I didn’t expect something so light to come from such a grave person. She laughed the same bubbly way as my mother, a laugh, I thought, which if you could taste it would be like the sweet cherry soda the waiters made with grenadine syrup in village cafés. Maybe my father looked at her in The Pilot’s Cove because he heard that laugh and thought, Elizabeth, are you here too?

“Well, they just made the final boarding call,” I announced, picking up my suitcase, “so I guess we’ll head home.”

“What! Jesus Christ!” My father grabbed his bags and ran to the counter, shouting “wait” to the attendants.

Cynthia followed, leaving a trail of cornflakes from a torn plastic bag. An angry buzzing greeted us as we made our way into the plane. I felt very powerful, as if we were important persons who couldn’t help but keep everyone waiting. My seat was in the third row. If I leaned to the left, I could see the door of the cockpit partially ajar, and the silver tips of the pilot’s pins. Next to me an old lady leafed through one of the airline’s digest magazines. I expected my father to heave a sigh of relief, or at least to ask her to keep an eye on me. But he was still engrossed in his conversation with Cynthia Lime, who told me when we were boarding that she was a freshman studying dance literature at Barnard College.

“Dance literature!” I said. “That doesn’t make sense. Kind of like architecture music, or physics poetry.”

I was quite pleased with my similes, and Cynthia frowned and asked me my age.

“Only four years younger than you. I was born when my mother was a freshman. Do you have any children?”

“No, of course not,” Cynthia said.

“You do realize that’s my father, don’t you? I mean, I’m not his date or anything. And we’re meeting my mom, his wife, at the airport in Madrid.”

“Oh,” Cynthia said slowly. She took out a pack of cigarettes and fumbled for matches. I gave her my Empire State Building lighter, and that was the last I ever saw of that little item. I heard Cynthia ask someone at the end of a smoking aisle if they would very much mind switching seats so she could sit next to her new friend James. The two were only five aisles behind me, but it seemed like they could be sitting in another galaxy.

“Excuse me,” the old lady next to me whispered. “But I
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