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				“What Francesca Fontana achieves is miraculous. The Family Snitch begins as an inquiry into the possibilities, trickery, and bounds of memory, and unfolds into a devastating story of heartbreak within one family.”
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				“A relentless, true-crime memoir about a reporter investigating the hardest possible subject: her own outlaw father.”
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				“With surgical precision and scrupulous reportage, Fontana examines what love takes—in action, not intention—demanding a clear accounting of the past, and letting no one, herself included, off the hook.”
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				“By mapping hard facts onto the slippery and abstract, Fontana reveals the futilities of trying to pin down a lie, of attempting to measure the emotionally-outsized proportions of a parent.”
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				“A stirring examination of truth, deception, and self. Told with precision and vulnerability, Fontana’s memoir is both moving and endlessly thought-provoking.”
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				You, little ones, if you were old enough to understand, there is much I’d tell you.

				…

				Pray god you find a better life than mine, the father who begot you.

				Sophocles, Oedipus the King
(translated by Robert Fagles)
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			Where I Started

			Autumn in Oregon was hopeless. The gray skies were one thing, the rain was another—a few Midwestern thunderstorms worth of rainfall doled out over months of torturous drizzle. There wasn’t a more lush time for all the Doug firs, I’d give you that. But I don’t remember all that beauty. I remember the chill that set in and stayed, the interminable dampness, the stench of a wet dog.

			I don’t know if that is how it would feel to me now, if I were to go back. But that’s how it felt to me then, so that’s how it was. Hopeless.

			I haven’t gone back to Eugene since the day I graduated. My beat-up Honda was packed by the time crowds of green robes and tassels lined the streets outside the campus bars. I took my diploma and ran.

			My years in Eugene were defined by a fixation upon fact. I was there to study journalism, to earn the degree that cost me thousands of dollars a term, to become the first in my family to go to college. I didn’t grow up with some great passion for the Fourth Estate—I wanted a job with health insurance.

			But journalism grew on me, quickly and naturally. What appealed to me was the clear-cut nature of journalistic truth: You wrote only what you knew beyond a shadow of a doubt to be true. This truth was an assembly of fact that, while not absolute,was verifiable, objective, and unimpeachable. All I had to be was a fly on the wall of the world.

			Even matters of gray area had black-and-white solutions. Say that, in your reporting, you discovered discrepancies between the accounts of two reliable parties, two versions of some detail of some event. If it was an important detail, you presented the reader with both versions, side by side. If it was not, you threw it out.

			My mind thrived in dealing solely with concrete facts and tossing any bias, opinion, or unsubstantiated claim. If ever too many questions floated up—Can a story be factual and not true? Or true and not factual, like a memory? What if your honest-to-God memory deviates from someone else’s, or from any verifiable facts, and the meaning of the rest of your life is piled up on top of it? Does that just mean you’re wrong?—I shoved them down.

			Only now, removed by time and distance, can I see my own blind spots—the facts I chose to ignore.

			Let’s take one autumn in particular, the fall of my junior year. Here’s a fact: Every day of those months was not dismal and rainy. There were days when the clouds parted and the sun lit up the fallen leaves. But those days never stuck in my memory; I don’t recall them, so they never happened. All I have of those months is the cold, the wet, and the fear.

			I had no name for the fear. I knocked on wood each time I thought of my mother dying, or my brother dying, or me dying. At first the knocks came in sets of three. Then it was six, then twelve. Then three sets of twelve, then six sets, then twelve sets. In class, I tried to avoid attracting attention as I drummed my fingers on the table. I learned to improvise. I kept a few pencils for exams in the front pouch of my backpack; they were always within reach and would work in a pinch. They were wood, weren’t they? Otherwise, if I had to, I’d find a reason to wander over near a tree or wooden sign pole and get close enough to brush my knuckles against it, casually, as if it were natural.

			When I wasn’t knocking, I picked at calluses real and imagined. I peeled back hangnails. I dug into the skin under my sleeves or at the nape of my neck. Sometimes, when I snuck my hand back to my lecture notes, I saw blood pooled under my fingernails. I wiped them on my jeans. No one ever seemed to notice.

			There were other rituals. Each night I spent an hour at my desk, using scratch paper to draw out the same calculations over and over. I added up how many scholarship dollars I received for the term, how many of those dollars were left in my bank account after class registration, and how many more months of rent and textbooks and the occasional meal those dollars would cover. Then I flipped the page over and recorded up-to-the-minute balances of my bank accounts, which I checked a minimum of five times between morning and night. It wasn’t the numbers that comforted me so much as the act of checking again and again, conjuring up the sums that told me I was safe.

			I had no practical excuse for all the bookkeeping, or the picking, or the knocking. The fear had no basis in fact. But tension filled my bones like static until I gave it a release.

			

			—

			
				One night during that miserable autumn, I was blindsided. My boyfriend had come home to our shared apartment, washed the dishes, and left for the final time. I was blindsided—that’s what I told myself and the few friends I had to confide in. That’s what I chose to believe. But now, I check the facts.

			Justin asked me out when we were in high school, back home in Portland. We met in choir class. Everyone said we made an attractive couple. We contrasted each other in a way that many find visually compelling: his blue eyes and light hair, mine all dark. I liked that he had all the traits I lacked. I told him I loved him far too soon, but he was the one who said it first.

			We followed each other to the University of Oregon. During our sophomore year, we decided to ditch the campus dorms and leased a small apartment in an old complex called Eugene Manor. It was not, in fact, majestic. The building boasted threadbare carpet and an antique gated elevator that lurched and squealed at every stop. I chose to romanticize its quaintness and its age. Really, its sole selling point was its distance from noisy Greek row, and from all of the newly constructed apartments that my classmates’ parents shelled out for. I hated all of it; I hated any reminder of where I was and how I fit into my surroundings; I hated everything I didn’t have.

			The summer before our junior year, everyone was talking about the Big One: the super earthquake scientists expected to ravage the Northwest at any moment. I’d read about it, like everyone else, in The New Yorker. Our postwar complex was built to stand a fighting chance against atomic bombs, not earthquakes. The dread consumed me. I cried in quick gasps at least once a week at the thought of debris burying me alive in a five-hundred-square-foot tomb.

			Justin knew our relationship was over by the end of that summer. I made us move into a wooden town house on the outskirts of Eugene, the kind of structure that would be less likely to kill us when—not if—the Big One hit. He’d tried to break up with me as we packed up the bedroom at Eugene Manor. I didn’t let him. I told him the feeling would pass. I told him I would get better.

			To make good on my promise, I went to a therapist at the university’s health center, where each student was entitled to ten free sessions. She thought I sounded depressed. She thought I was showing some obsessive-compulsive tendencies. She emailed me a couple of MP3 files: guided meditations.

			Then I got a physical. The doctor put me on fifty milligrams of Zoloft. My panic attacks eased in physical severity—my hands stopped going numb every time—but they never went away.

			Then I took a hard look at myself and at the relationship I was so desperate to save. What was I bringing to the table here? And for that matter, what was he? During that summer, I had started to resent our contrasts, the differences between us. Justin was naive, privileged, unfocused, at risk of becoming stunted. I was self-righteous in my poverty and my suffering, and I wasn’t shy anymore in telling him exactly what I thought of his defects. I was encouraging him to grow, I told myself, but I knew deep down I was just being mean. His immaturity embarrassed me in public; my anger scared him in private.

			That October, after we’d unpacked the last of our moving boxes, just as the rain began and never let up, Justin handed me a key. It was a copy, for a studio apartment next to campus. His new apartment. We weren’t breaking up, he insisted; he was just moving out for a while. I’d have the spare key, and we’d each get some much-needed distance. I took the key, put it on my lanyard, and believed him. He dumped me days later, sometime between my twenty-first birthday and Halloween. That night, when he came home and did the dishes and left, I was stupid enough to be surprised. Blindsided. Now I see it differently. I shake my head. Where, then, was my reporter’s eye?

			It’s a fact that I lost weight rapidly in the days that followed. I stopped trusting fresh produce not to make me sick with some foodborne illness. I ate what I could of cheap canned food. I struggled to clean the plates Justin and I had bought together, just like I struggled to do anything that required standing up. They piled up in the sink, and the ants came in swarms until I threw the whole set away. I explained away my absent appetite and loosening jeans before anyone had a chance to ask questions I didn’t want to answer. When I went home to Portland for a visit, I noticed the crease in my mother’s brow. I ignored its meaning. While she was busy in another room, I dug her scale out of its old hiding place and stepped on.

			I still remember the number I saw that day, even as the years accumulate between that cold, wet autumn and the one I find myself in now. I saw that number not too long ago, on my own scale, in my own home. I wasn’t surprised to see it again. I knew I’d been losing weight. My husband watched me cry over a plate of pasta I didn’t prepare myself and its uncertain contents. For weeks at a time, I ate only protein bars, string cheese, and bananas, each protected from the world’s contaminants by its wrapper. When he approached me with concern, I didn’t know what to say. I had no words for the fear, no more than I’d had back in Eugene, all those years ago.

			But back in Eugene, I lived alone. I answered to no one, and the fear flourished.

			

			—

			After the breakup, sometime around Halloween, I read online that smiling could help reverse-engineer a good mood. I never interrogated the science behind the phenomenon. Each time I stepped out into the unforgiving wet, I yanked up the corners of my mouth like a marionette. I kept them taut on my long walk to campus until eventually, however many blocks later, I forgot about the experiment. The smiles never stuck, and I never felt much better. But I did it anyway.

			I managed to keep up appearances in my classes for a while, and I found some small sources of hope. For one, my reporting class that term was taught by the journalism school’s newest professor. Brent—never Professor Walth; he refused the honorific—had once worked at The Oregonian. He had won a Pulitzer. My friends at the school newspaper sang his praises; he’d been their editor during their summer internships in Portland. When I found out he was joining the faculty, I set three alarms for the minute fall registration opened. I had to be in his class.

			Brent recognized me on the first day. I still don’t quite know how he managed that—the only widely accessible photo of myself that I could think of was on a looping slideshow on the journalism building’s first floor, celebrating the year’s scholarship recipients. It was a little embarrassing, whenever I came face-to-face with my own goofy, forced grin on my way to class.

			I, of course, recognized him from the J-school’s press release about his arrival, and from his new faculty page. It was a faithful portrait: He still sported a beard, flecked with gray, and wore a brown blazer and tie. Students were filing into the computer lab and rolling their chairs into a semicircle as he made small talk. He stepped over to me.

			“Are you Francesca Fontana?”

			For a moment, I was mortified. I thought I knew what was coming next. He was going to ask me, softly but sternly, to leave. There had been some administrative error—I was not, in fact, registered for his class, and one of his actual students needed to take my seat.

			That wasn’t what he said. Brent told me he’d seen my byline in the local paper over the summer; I did good work. I was buzzing for the rest of the day.

			My admiration of Brent wasn’t just born from a bit of flattery or out of professional awe. It became apparent to me after only a couple of classes that he truly gave a shit—about our craft and our industry, and about us. He wasn’t like some of the professors I knew who coasted on their dazzling CVs and left students hanging during office hours they never bothered to keep. Nor was he like the ones who seemed too accessible to their students, who seemed to keep a clique of favorites eating out of their hands.

			Brent didn’t give us busywork or demand hours of reading from some expensive textbook he authored himself. He had us read Orwell’s “Why I Write.” He spoke deliberately, with a quiet humor. And it was in his class that, for once, I let myself think of my future. I rarely considered it except in vague abstractions: Once I’m done with school, once I get a job, once I’m out of this shithole, I will find a way to be happy. In fleeting moments, I hoped that one day, my miserable present would be reduced to mere exposition—if, of course, it ever ended.

			I didn’t recognize myself anymore. That hopeless autumn was where I started. All that came before—stretching back to when I was small, when everyone called me Frankie, not Francesca—that was someone else. A fault line had ruptured, and I was set adrift from that long stretch of life that came before. It didn’t belong to me now. I watched it grow smaller in the distance, and I couldn’t get it back.

			

			—

			“Okay, who else should we look up?”

			“Jared Fogle.”

			“The Subway guy? All right, let’s see.”

			There were a few laughs as Brent typed the suggestion into the search bar. He read out the results from PACER, the federal court record database. We sat in our usual semicircle in the computer lab, watching Brent’s cursor move along the list projected on the screen.

			“Here it is. Fogle, Jared S. That DFT stands for ‘defendant.’ USA v. Fogle, filed on August 19, 2015.”

			Beside me, a girl took notes. We were preparing for an upcoming class project that required us to research Oregon politicians using public records. I wrote nothing. I had closed my notebook the second I heard Brent introduce the lesson. The public database contained federal court cases from all over the United States. You could find any file on anyone who was in there, so long as you knew how to spell their name.

			In a few clicks, he showed us the docket for Fogle’s case. We read the first filing that laid out the charges against the former sandwich spokesman, including distribution and receipt of child pornography and traveling to engage in illicit sexual conduct with a minor. I clocked the price displayed on the screen: $1.20 for access to a twelve-page document. I wondered how quickly those fees added up.

			A few days later, I went to Brent’s office. He asked what he could do for me. It came out in a stutter: Could I use his PACER account to look up a criminal case I was interested in?

			Of course, he said. He couldn’t give me his login, but we could look it up right now. All he needed was the case number, which I didn’t know, or the defendant’s name, which I did.

			“Great. Who is it?”

			“Albert Fontana.”

			

			—

			I never called him Albert. I never called him Dad, either. In my head, he was always Al. If I needed his attention, I didn’t know what to call him. I tapped him on the shoulder instead.

			Al remembered everything. If he’s telling you a story, he knows every detail: dates, ages, what people were wearing. I only really noticed it after that day in Brent’s office, when I called my dad for the first time in years. He still lived in Chicago, where I was from. We’d been semi-estranged. It was complicated. I’ll explain later.

			The phone call was awkward at first, but Al made no mention of the silence that had grown between us. He answered the phone like he always did. “Hey baby girl, how’s it goin’. You good?” It wasn’t long before he launched into stories about the past. I was surprised by the details he tossed out with such ease, as if my baptism or his sister’s first wedding had only just happened.

			“Yeah, I’ll tell you anything you want,” he repeated between retellings of tee-ball games and afternoons spent by my grandmother’s pool. I asked if I could call him again sometime soon, to hear about his life, his memories, for a project I was working on. He agreed.

			He said he’d tell me anything I wanted, but could I believe any of the things he said? I thought his impeccable recall could be a sign that his stories were credible. I knew some of the facts, like my mom’s birth date, were correct. But what about all the rest?

			Maybe he’s making it all up, I thought. Or maybe he thinks it’s true. Maybe his “memory” is all just the stories he tells himself. I waved the doubt away and tried to keep an open mind, despite all I knew of him.

			In flipping through my recollections of my father, the same themes turned up again and again. Al wasn’t a fixture in my daily life as a kid. He was more like a special guest. Even during the brief years that Mia and I lived with him, until we left him when I was five, I have two or three memories of him. The rest is all Mia: fixing us dinner in our kitchen; reading Sleep Book by Dr. Seuss to me as I dozed on her shoulder; combing my hair into a ponytail before school; making me laugh in the grocery store parking lot, the sun setting behind her. My mother was the grounding center of my world.

			What I do remember of Al reads like standard fare for a deadbeat dad. He was unreliable. He always left me waiting. I’d be standing in the goalie box at a soccer game, scanning the crowd for his giant frame, or sitting at the front window at home—the house in the suburbs where Mia and I lived together—waiting to be picked up for one of his weekly visits. If he showed up, he was late. Sometimes he didn’t show at all. Mia was the one who came to school performances, read my report card, knew what I liked for breakfast, kissed me good night.

			There’s a photograph of Mia and me on a swing set—after one of my soccer games, I think it was. She and I are smiling, squinting under the sun. In the background, over my shoulder, is a man on a bench. I’d seen this photo dozens of times, going through the family photos, yet I never noticed him before. It was Al, unaware of the camera, squinting but not smiling, part of the image but not part of the scene. Peripheral.

			Yup, peripheral. That was my dad, all right. He wasn’t totally checked out; he had some of the basics down. He knew our address, the house I lived in with Mia. He knew my birthday. He knew I wouldn’t eat meat on pizza. That was pretty much it.

			But I was a kid. I didn’t know any different, so I just assumed that was how it went when you had divorced parents. Though Al and Mia were never married, so they were never actually divorced. When I was little, I thought divorce was what you called it when your parents broke up. Eventually I learned the difference.

			Mia married Keith when I was seven, a year or so after she and I had left my dad. Keith was nothing like Al: tall, fair, bald, with a soft voice and a goatee.

			Al got to see me on Wednesdays after school and every other weekend. Sometimes Mia would come outside when the truck pulled up. My parents would make conversation. My dad would pull out a wad of cash held together with a rubber band, peel off a few bills, and hand them over to my mom. She called it child support. Sometimes he gave her an envelope instead of cash. Sometimes he gave her excuses. Al’s payments, it seemed to me, were never on time, never in full.

			Keith came outside to meet my dad only once, at least that I can remember. He tried to smile and introduce himself. Al leaned against his truck and muttered before kissing me good-bye. I felt bad for both of them. After that, Keith stayed inside.

			Here, fact and truth clash in my mind again. My calling Al a deadbeat dad would certainly be accurate, but I’d never use that term. It didn’t quite match up. There was a warmth to him in my memory. I could never be sure of its source. Maybe it was the love I felt from my father, when I wasn’t feeling disappointed or let down, when he called me baby girl and kissed my cheek. Or maybe it was the love I had for him, making him more than what he was.

			But love goes only so far. When my dad said he’d buy me a laptop for Christmas, or he was on his way to pick me up, or he’d make it to my next game, I knew better than to believe him. All the evidence showed me that my father said one thing and did another. Al’s word meant little, like the proverbial stopped clock, right on rare occasion and only by mere circumstance. Most of the time, it meant nothing.

			Did that mean that each false promise was a lie? I couldn’t say. But I knew that Al lied. I knew it before I knew my times tables. I was still a kid when I learned that Al was unfaithful in his relationship with my mother. Unfaithful meant he had a baby with someone else when I was two years old, when he and Mia and I still lived together as a family. Easy arithmetic told me that Al did a lot of lying in his life. Did that make him a liar? As a child, I wouldn’t call him one. As a resentful teenager, I changed my tune.

			I knew better than to trust my father’s word, but I believed him when he called me from prison every couple of weeks and said he’d be back soon. “I’ll be home by next Christmas.” I turned ten; next Christmas came and went. “I’ll be home by the summer.” I finished fourth grade; summer came and went. “I’ll be home by next Christmas.” Before I turned eleven, I’d had enough. I made my own ruling. I decided that his inconsistencies meant he didn’t know when he was coming home. He was lying to bring me some comfort, to make me feel better. This rationalization made it easier. The next time he lied to me, I didn’t feel so stupid. It didn’t hurt so bad.

			

			—

			My life started when you were born.

			That’s the refrain that echoed through my childhood. I’d ask Mia about what she was like when she was my age. “Did you go to dance classes like me? Did you always have curly hair? Do you think you would’ve liked me? Do you think we’d be friends?”

			She always answered simply and cheerfully. If I pried for more, she’d shrug and smile and shake her head.

			“I can’t remember,” she’d say. “My life really started when you were born. That’s what I remember.”

			I didn’t think of it as getting blown off. It went straight to my head, actually—that there was something so glorious about me, about us, that the years she spent without me were so easy to forget. I had no reason to think there was anything she didn’t want to tell me.

			Mia always told me the truth, even when she didn’t want to. One summer afternoon when I was seven or so, I came home from a friend’s house and asked her to please tell me what the F-word was. I can’t recall where the fixation came from, but I remember the hours I spent between lunch and dinner following her from room to room, spouting off reason after reason that supported my campaign.

			“I’m only asking for one swear word, not all of them. I already know the H-word and the D-word and the S-word and the C-word—” I had recently learned that crap was considered by more delicate families to be a curse. “— so it’s not even like you have to tell me those. Just the F-word. Please.”

			Mia wasn’t responding. She wasn’t angry, but an hour into my pleas she gave me fair warning that she’d already told me no and wouldn’t talk about it anymore. She went along with her chores, tidying the entryway and walking out to the front yard to collect our sidewalk chalk. I ran after her, barefoot, circling her.

			“What if I hear some other kid say it, but I don’t know that it’s the F-word so I don’t know they said a bad word? Or what if I accidentally say it because I don’t know what it is, and then I get in trouble? I won’t say it if you tell me. Promise. I just wanna know what it is so I don’t say it. Mom. Mom! Are you listening?”

			Deep down, I was self-aware enough to know that this was a game of endurance more than persuasion. Mia was endlessly patient with me, so I felt bad about wanting to wear her down. But I really, really wanted to know. I hated not knowing something that other people knew. I was drawing another breath when she stopped suddenly and turned to me. Her smile was gone.

			“Fuck.” She said it quietly, like a sigh.

			“What? Oh.” I tried to look contrite and grateful, repeating the word in my head to commit it to memory. Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. She blinked long and hard, and went inside.

			I always wondered why Mia’s openness and honesty didn’t extend to her own life. Like, how did she meet my dad? I loved both of my parents without question, back when I was a kid, but I wasn’t blind. Al was a tough guy, distant and rough; Mia was soft and glowing, like Julie Andrews and Mr. Rogers wrapped into one. As a couple, my parents made no sense. How did they ever find each other? But I never knew. I guess I never asked, or at least I don’t remember asking.

			My life started when you were born. I questioned Mia’s refrain as I got older. Sure, sure, but what came before me? Where did I come from?

			In all the time I spent with Mia, up until that autumn in Eugene, there were only two strange incidents, two times I got a sense that Mia had been through things I could never imagine. Each event—if you could even call them that—remained well within the bounds of normality, bordering on wholly unremarkable. Only the barest hint of not-quite-right-ness hung around it, and even that could be explained away. That’s what I tried to do to these strange vignettes: explain them away, forget them. But they stuck out in my memory, and I could never smooth them down.

			

			—

			Justin and I were in Portland, home from college during the summer between our freshman and sophomore years. We had been out, it was getting late, and we were watching TV in my mom’s town house. My little brother was away for the night, at a sleepover or something. Mia slept upstairs.

			I felt the thud as I heard it, through the hardwood. Then heavy, rushed footfall. My mom was running, racing, to the landing, down the stairs. I was afraid; something must be wrong.

			“Mom? You okay?”

			She came to a halt and stood uneasy in her pajamas and socks. She blinked hard at the light. Her eyes were glassy, her face still flushed with sleep.

			“Yeah, I’m sorry, I was—I was having a dream.” I knew Mia had been a sleepwalker when she was little. My grandparents had told me about it. But I’d never seen her do it. I didn’t know it still happened.

			“Are you okay?” Justin rose to his feet, looking worried. “Do you wanna watch with us?” She didn’t look at either of us, only back to the stairs.

			“No, no, it’s okay, I’m gonna go back to sleep.”

			I wished her good night. Justin settled back into the couch, resumed the episode. But my mind stayed in that moment before she had appeared at the top of the stairs, when I heard her running and when I felt afraid. I’d had plenty of nightmares; I’d been stalked, chased, hunted; but even in those dreams I had never been driven out of my own bed. What could she be running from? I couldn’t let it go, but I knew I could never ask her.

			

			—

			It was dark outside. I was a teenager, still living in our old house—the one where my brother and I had lived with Mia and Keith, together, before their split. I was in the living room after dinner, packing up my school bag for the next morning, when I heard a soft, high-pitched sob.

			Through the open doorway leading into the kitchen, I saw one silhouette. Keith was holding Mia to his chest—a rare embrace that I saw between them. That cry had been from her. I never heard my mom cry, ever. Not that she wasn’t open with her emotions. She was. I’d seen her well up at the movies, or wipe away some happy tears from time to time. But that was pretty much it.

			I don’t remember when or how I learned the full meaning of what I’d witnessed. I only recall the information itself: Mia had just found our neighbor’s cat, Cowboy Dan, lying in the street, struck by a car. She loved Cowboy Dan. But I was a little surprised at how distraught she seemed. Our family had our own cat, Esme; at least she wasn’t the one dead in the road.

			I watched Mia and Keith in silence. I don’t think either of them noticed me. Once I realized what I was seeing, I knew I shouldn’t be seeing it. I left my backpack lying open on an armchair and made my way upstairs. I could still hear her.

			

			—

			
				A glimpse behind a veil. That’s how each memory feels to me; it’s the only way I can describe it. In revisiting them now, the same sensation returns to me: a deep unease. That feeling—it’s not guilt, not necessarily. I hadn’t gone out stealing glances, looking for secrets. It wasn’t even an accident; it was simply a matter of circumstance, each glimpse behind a veil—a soft breeze picking up the fabric before it fluttered back into place. Even so, those two moments had revealed to me something that wasn’t meant for my eyes. In their wake, they left a glimmer of the unknown, suggesting to me that there was much more that lived beyond my sight.

			When I started looking for the truth about Al’s life, I had to ask my mother to do what she always avoided: to try to remember what came before me, before us. And I had to ask her to sacrifice the one thing she held closest: her privacy. It was always so important to her, and I never understood why. I saw it play out only in action. When she wrote anything down—a doctor’s phone number, a grocery list—she ripped the paper into little pieces and threw them all away.

			

			—

			That day in his office, I sat next to Brent at his desk as we scrolled through the results for “Albert Fontana, defendant.” I tried to tell him that I would pay him back the fees I saw accumulating on the screen. Brent just shook his head at me as he continued to read.

			“So this is him.” The resulting case, USA v. Fontana, led into a larger overarching one. Brent read aloud. “USA v. Hicks et al. Looks like there were five guys who got charged. In 2001—does that sound right?”

			“Yeah, that’s it.” I tried to steady the tremor in my voice. “He went away in 2003, so the timeline adds up.” Brent emailed me the docket and complaint.

			“And what’s that?” I pointed to the screen. There was another USA v. Fontana. Only this case was earlier, from 1992.

			“Looks like he had another federal case back in the ’90s.” Brent looked at me. “Did you know about that?” I shook my head.

			As we sat in his office, Brent asked me about how willing or unwilling Al might be to answer my questions about the past. It was a reasonable question: Al and I had a complicated relationship, and not all ex-cons were keen to talk about their crimes—certainly not ones they’d kept secret for years, and certainly not to their estranged children.

			I only noticed when I revisited the scene in my memory, weeks later, that he never asked me the same question about Mia—and I sure wasn’t going to bring it up. I didn’t want to think about it yet.

			

			—

			
				December arrived, ushering in the fall term’s final exams. The campus crowds dwindled; the rain remained. When I drove back to Portland for the holidays, my jeans were still too loose. My face was still drawn. But I had more energy; I had momentum; I had a purpose. I told Mia about my revelations in Brent’s office, my first phone call with Al in years, my idea for a reporting project about my family’s past. And I asked her for a favor.

			While my brother was at Keith’s place for the weekend, Mia and I went out for dinner. It was our first informal interview. I brought my tape recorder. I waited to take it out until our iced teas had arrived.

			Mia was tense. When they weren’t moving, her lips pursed into a flat line. I felt that old guilt; I had worn her down to get what I wanted.

			“Ten minutes,” she said. “Then we’ll talk about something else.”
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			Secrets

			Chicago, 2000

			Frankie always slept in Al’s bed, on the side closest to his dresser. She never slept in her bedroom, the one across the hall, not since she and her mother moved out of the apartment. She didn’t think of that room as hers anymore, just like she didn’t think of the apartment as home. Her real room was in Mia’s new house in the suburbs, where all her toys and blankets and books were. That was her real home. The apartment was Al’s apartment now, and she didn’t live there. She visited.

			The apartment was different without Mia around. Frankie felt shy, like she was a guest at a friend’s house. Al let her stay up late, watching TV in his big bed. He drank milk straight from the plastic jug. She never knew you could do that. Mia never did.

			That morning, when Al went off to shower, she took the moment alone to wander around his room. The dresser was covered in little mementos of Al’s other life, the life he led when she wasn’t around: piles of loose change, stray toothpicks, a small box of liquor-filled chocolates. A paperweight caught her eye. It stuck out compared with all the other things, compared with Al. The sphere held two red roses suspended in resin, one large, one small. She smiled. She imagined the big rose was Al and the tiny one was her.

			When she lifted the paperweight, a trifolded letter fell open. Frankie recognized the name signed at the bottom. It was the landlady, who lived with her son in the downstairs apartment. The words jumped out at her in a jumbled order. unpaid rent. final warning. eviction. This was private, the sinking feeling in her belly told her. She shouldn’t be reading this. She pressed the letter closed and returned the paperweight to its place.

			That afternoon, as they wandered the aisles of a toy store, she didn’t let Al out of her sight. She listened for his footsteps behind her and waited for his cell phone to ring. He was always on the phone. When it rang, Al answered and lowered his voice; Frankie listened but couldn’t make anything of his murmurs. The music overhead was too loud. She closed her eyes and listened hard. Nothing.

			The next stop was a small business park on the Southwest Side of Chicago, home to her dad’s bodybuilding gym: Al’s Gym. Frankie spent many afternoons working the counter. Even before she started kindergarten, Al would let her sit on the worn red stool and exchange dollar bills for Gatorades. Sometimes they took a nap on the old recliner in his office. With the lights off, she couldn’t see the bikini-clad women on the glossy calendars and magazine clippings that covered the walls. She didn’t like to look at them. Their chests looked like beach balls had been inflated under their skin. It looked like it hurt.

			Once, Frankie asked her mom if she could go to the Gym for Take Your Daughter to Work Day. She thought it was cool. Her Daddy, as the Family called Al, was the boss. That made her the boss’s daughter; that made her special. But Mia said no.

			She only ever saw a couple of members of the Family at the Gym. Al was one of ten children, five brothers and five sisters. Two of Frankie’s uncles had died, and her dad said they were in heaven. Her uncle Marco, Al’s youngest brother, worked at the Gym. He showed her how to use the PC in the office to play Pong.

			Her aunt Connie swung by, too, from time to time. She was the baby of the Family. She wore glossy brown sunglasses and drove a silver car. She smelled like perfume and cigarettes. Frankie thought she was fancy.

			Connie didn’t like the way Al decorated, either. Every time her aunt flipped on the office lights and looked around, she sighed and shook her head. “Oh, your Daddy,” she’d say.

			After the Gym, Al cranked the truck window down and got on the highway. The wind roared in Frankie’s ears. They were going to see her grandparents, her dad’s parents. They had moved out of the South Side when Al’s dad retired. Now they lived in a ranch house on a quarter acre of land out in the sticks. The path to the front door was lined with garden gnomes, cherubs with their hands clasped in prayer, and Virgin Mary statues. Inside, she and Al made their way down the usual receiving line of aunts, uncles, and cousins, ending in the kitchen where Grandma Sonia held court, chain-smoking Pall Malls and watching TV.

			Sometimes Frankie felt like she was playacting when she was with the Family, only she didn’t have the script like everyone else did. On her way out of the kitchen to play with her cousins, an aunt stopped her. “Frankie! When’s your Communion?”

			Frankie shrugged. She didn’t know her line. She didn’t know what to say. This happened a lot when she was with the Family. That’s why everyone always said she was so shy. She wasn’t shy at home with Mia, or with Mia’s family. This place was different.

			Frankie knew she was Catholic because Al told her so. She thought it was an inherited trait, like freckles or brown eyes. But she knew she was different from her cousins, who went to church and knew how to pray the rosary and other things she didn’t know. Once out of earshot of the adults, she asked her cousin what a Communion was.

			“It’s like graduation from Sunday school,” he said.

			“I don’t go to Sunday school.”

			“Oh,” he said, before going back to his Batman figures.

			After dinner came the invitation from her cousins, the one Frankie dreaded: “Do you want to sleep over?” “Yeah! Sleep over!” She hated sleepovers at Sonia’s house. She could never sleep. The austere portraits of Jesus and Mary in their gilded frames kept her awake. They watched her, and she watched them back. She didn’t know whether Al stayed or left during those nights. She was too afraid to notice. Sometimes she thought about all the things she didn’t know.

			“Let me ask my mom.”

			Frankie stood alone by the kitchen’s wall phone, dialed the number she knew by heart, and waited, clutching the phone’s receiver to her ear like a life preserver. Each ring seemed to spell out her fate: No one was home—No one would save her—She would have to sleep over —

			“Hello?” The warmth of her mother’s voice dissolved the fear.

			“Hi. Can I sleep over?”

			“Of course you can!”

			Frankie held her breath, letting the silence speak for her.

			“Is that what you wanna do?”

			She held on.

			“Do you wanna come home?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe.” That was all she had to say.

			“Okay. Then you can just tell everybody that I said Frankie’s gotta come home tonight.”

			“Okay.” Relief washed over her.

			“Are you okay? Are you having fun?”

			“Yeah. I’m okay.”

			Frankie heard the kids playing in the living room. It was time: her big performance, the small price of getting what she wanted. She fixed her face in the big mirrored wall next to the dining table. Brows furrowed, lips pursed. She had to look bummed, annoyed, disappointed. She practiced the words in her head. My mom said I have to go home. Through the reflection, her eyes fell on the room’s centerpiece: a white statue of Jesus dying in his mother’s arms. My mom said I have to go home. She glanced back to the mask she wore to make sure it was still there. My mom said I have to go home. Then she ran off to deliver the bad news.

			Al kept the radio low on the drive back to the suburbs. Frankie laid her temple against the cool window and watched the sky. The leaves were turning. She closed her eyes and pretended to fall asleep. Whether she actually nodded off, she never knew, but the stop at the toll always jolted her awake. She listened to Al dig for change. The words returned to her suddenly—unpaid eviction warning eviction. She squinted her eyes shut. Frankie would never tell Al what she saw. She wouldn’t tell Mia, either. She knew this was a secret.

			

			—

			She’d all but forgotten about the letter by the time December rolled around. She was busy thinking about Christmas. Al took her to the Chicago Ridge Mall to buy presents for the Family. Frankie loved the colorful lights strung up along the concourse, the smell of warm cookies outside the Mrs. Fields store, the
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