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No one ever keeps a secret so well as a child.

—Victor Hugo







Prologue

I always wanted my mother’s death story to be constructed out of something more than the images of what I saw, and heard, and did nothing to stop. I wanted to share it with my two sisters. I tried making my own story, starting where hers ended, cutting away the seams of that night.

Dr. DeHaan, I whisper into the phone. Dr. DeHaan? My teeth chatter violently each time I relax my jaw to speak. I glance at the clock above the stove in our kitchen. It’s four o’clock in the morning. I have dialed our next door neighbor. My father has awakened me with his breath of stale liquor. He has instructed me to make this call. “Something’s wrong,” he says. “Something is wrong with your mother. Call the doctor and pray. If you have never prayed before, pray now.”

SNIP

My father and I have already conversed once this night. But I don’t tell Dr. DeHaan or my sisters. I don’t tell them that I heard her say, “Don’t hurt me.” I don’t tell them that my lip is swollen from hitting it hard on the doorjamb when I squeezed my voice across the carpet to where I thought my mother was lying. I don’t tell my sisters that I tried not to wake them when I said, “Leave her alone!”

Later, I wondered, what was it about my father that made me say that? “Leave her alone!” What was he doing? What did I know? What had I forgotten? What was it that I couldn’t remember? Or wouldn’t…shouldn’t?

SNIP

I wonder if I have dialed yet. I hear nothing on the other end of the line. I think I’ve lost time somewhere, a million minutes locked in prayer. My hand is white and cold when I open the side door and let the doctor slip in. I am still clutching the phone and the plastic cord is beginning to tear along its coil. Snow is on his black bag. He pries my hand from the phone and puts it back into its cradle. I feel soothed for a moment.

The hallway seems interminably long as the doctor and I walk its length. I slide my hand along the wall to keep upright and my breath repeats itself in staccato. I turn and look into the living room where a blanket lies next to the couch. My father’s glasses are on a side table. I wonder how he can see. Maybe he has made some kind of mistake.

“Where he slept last night,” I murmur as if it is an alibi, and I stop at my bedroom to watch the doctor continue down the hall, making sure he doesn’t slip on the carpet of my words from the night before.

SNIP

The secret haunts me. I think of that night. Frequently. More than twice a week. Each day. Every hour. Like a novena. It breaks through my rhymes and mind chatter. It smiles across the chasm that has developed between my father and me.

SNIP

SNIP SNIP SNIP SNIP SNIP

           SNIP







Chapter 1

French Twist

The brevity of my mother’s obituary was astonishing. It was as abrupt as the word suddenly which occurred in the first line, right after her name, Dorothy Donnelly. A loving wife to Thomas, a beloved mother to three girls, a fond daughter of Ray and Florine, a sister three times over, tethered to that one word—suddenly—to which my memories of her succumbed.

Where was the history of her thirty-seven years? Why does her narrative continue to be like a parched arroyo until the end, until her death, until the flash flood of that night? I wonder if the current of guilt against which I swim, even now, will ever subside. I am fearful that her death is all that will define her, and me.

My memory becomes more productive, if not safer when I think of places. The ones we shared. An indirect route, to her, a roundabout. Big Fish Lake. Hawthorne Boulevard. Saint Michael’s School. They are rich with her presence. It’s as if my brain can’t get enough. Not about her of course, but details about everything which amount to nothing, because they aren’t about her. The death, so unexpected, so, well, you know, sudden—it is as if she vanished during the early morning hours of my birth, severing my beloved mother-line like a guillotine. Thirteen years of lifeblood had pulsed between us and then, abruptly, (but not without ceremony!) evaporated. Memories, about us, ceased to exist. Just like her.

But her hair! That luxurious feeling of silk and slipperiness has indelibly marked each of my fingers. I am grateful for this memory of my sisters and me perched on the edge of the backseat of our Chevy, arranging and rearranging her coiffure with the deepest affection. We would be on our annual summer trek to Big Fish Lake, twelve hours from Wheaton, a suburb of Chicago, to Minnesota—plenty of time to brush through the shiny layers, coaxing waves into impossible contortions with pins and elastics. The breeze from her open window often threatened ruin to our concoctions, whipping hair into a frenzy which spilled around her face. There was nothing contrived about her appearance then, and she didn’t complain as three pairs of little girl hands sporadically caressed her through the course of the long day. She looked impossibly beautiful, natural, her skin shiny with good health.

Like a lover, I would surreptitiously stare at her profile, and close one eye to trace its outline, my finger gliding in air, past her deepset gray-green eyes, to her red lips. She had sad eyes, slanted downward at the corners just a bit, unless she smiled which created a tug of war between her brow and temple. The skin under her lower lashes was permanently smudged dark, and later, when I was older, I imagined she looked sultry rather than tired. Her eyes were rimmed with dark, short lashes, crimped upward with her Maybelline lash curler and mascaraed black, except for the month or so after she received an enormous aquamarine dinner ring from my father. It was only then that she colored her lashes a sky blue.

Sometimes I would accidentally brush my hand across her cheek to feel her flawless skin, as silky as her hair, and caress the pale blue veins in her hands where they would lie across the seat, turning her diamond around and around, catching the sun until its brilliance exploded like confetti over the family. And then, at last, perhaps saturated with touch, she would turn forward, tucking errant strands of brunette behind an ear.

She changed her hairstyle every couple of years as did my father his Chevrolet. The more mature she became (thirty!), her hair followed suit, accommodating upswept dos, hair ornaments, and a much lighter color. It became difficult for my sisters and me to fuss with her hair then, although we managed to move clips and pins from one location to another, inevitably releasing tendrils from the strict grip of her lacquer. She grew especially fond of the French twist―the maintenance of which was almost a fulltime job. My mother had a cache of objects designed to increase the likelihood she wouldn’t have to disassemble the foundation which held the fortress of hair before her shampoo and set a week later. Thus her appearance after emerging from the beauty salon on day one was that of a tight and sophisticated bundle of strawberry blonde hair, until day six when the twist looked more like a sticky bun around her neck.

An extensive wardrobe of hats dictated my mother’s hairstyle as well. When she was first married, she resorted to a shorter cut during the summer months, curls framing her face, upswept from her small forehead. Then she would select a hat, usually one with an enormous brim bearing fruit and flowers. Bunches of grapes, purple and shiny, would be arranged between crabapples, plums, and cherries. Floral arrangements were just as complicated. I have pictures of her peeking out from under the fruit and flowers flashing a big smile, looking a bit like Carmen Miranda managing the unwieldy mélange of produce. In the fall and winter, she returned to the French twist and her one black suit with the peplum jacket, a single strand of pearls, and tight hats with discrete veils positioned slightly above the swipe of her manicured brow.

Each week my mother and younger sister, Mary, walked to Hawthorne Beauty Salon which was tucked into a corner of the Hawthorne Shopping Center next to the Hawthorne Barbershop. (Wheaton was the town of spires not inventiveness.) The salon housed one huge stainless-steel dryer, two stations for the stylists, and a waiting area behind a glass front door which, when swung inward, would hit the knees of its patrons. There was a mirror placed at right angles to the door with a glass shelf hinged below which held stuffed dolls with painted pecan heads and cloth bodies. John, my mother’s stylist, made them. He painted the pecans either black or a light brown and dressed the dolls in outfits he had sewn. John gave the entire collection to Mary the year that she was recovering from spinal meningitis, polyneuritis, and encephalitis. He carried each doll individually in a tote of sorts, up the hill to our house, and presented them to my sister as encouragement while giving my mother’s French twist a little tweak. He did this during the autumn of the year of her recovery, just as the neighborhood was discharging its newest crop of five-year-olds to kindergarten at Hawthorne School. Except for my sister. She had to learn to walk again.

It was their weekly routine, Mary and Mom, both before and after the illnesses, this jaunt of two blocks down the hill from our home on Hawthorne Boulevard and then back with my mother’s new coif tied in a chiffon scarf, the ends wound around her neck like a movie star, unless it was raining, and then she used a plastic rain hat. Sometimes they would stop at the Pik ‘n Sav for a few groceries and JellO Pudding Snacks pilfered by my sister.

I asked my younger sister once if she remembered anything about Mom, prodding her recollection with her travels to the salon, Big Fish Lake, Pik ‘n Sav.

“After all,” I said, “when we went to the lake, you were stuck in the middle between Patty and me. You had a good view of the whole family for twelve hours!”

“Nothing, really,” she replied. “I don’t remember a thing about her.”

“Nothing? Not even a smell? I mean everyone has an indigenous smell. Perfume or garlic, cloves, body odor, mother’s milk? Do you remember Mom smelling like Aqua Net? She couldn’t get within five feet of briquettes during the summer.”

“Not a thing,” Mary said.

I asked her about the nightly drinks, the ubiquitous cocktail hour, the commingling of sweet vermouth, dry vermouth, and Jim Beam. Perfect Manhattans. Cool Tom Collins. The chic Martini.

“No, I don’t remember the drinking, then. Just Dad’s. After she died.”

“But I think you swiped the sweet maraschinos off the kitchen counter. And the mixed nuts. Especially the cashews,” I prodded.

“No,” Mary said. “Nothing rings a bell.”

It seemed Mary didn’t have a whisper of recollection about our mother. But then Mary, especially, was robbed of any closure. At least my older sister Patty and I saw our mother last, in death, while Mary saw her last, alive. She never went to the wake or funeral but arrived home after three days with relatives to four place settings instead of five. It was as if we could be denied the horror of mother-death by never speaking of her, pretending she never really existed. Decades later when her brother died, his obituary did not mention Dorothy, the sister who predeceased him.

Maybe all my sister needed was one more glimpse, just one more of her mother, to verify she hadn’t been abandoned, not on purpose anyway. That might have been enough to cement into memory the episodes in which she engaged—mother and daughter, the youngest, the baby. I anguished over the loss of her first seven years and tried my best with inept attempts at nurturing, organizing play dates, watching her interaction with other children, encouraging her to talk more, laugh more, be a kid—more.

Mary cared for me as well, slipping into my room gluey home-made books dripping with flower cutouts, crayoned portraits of us facing each other, our brunette heads touching slightly, and carefully copied poems of love. Mother’s Day cards accumulated. She continued to do well in school. I started to fail.

Like an archeologist, I struggle to exhume my mother’s life, and except for her last day, it remains beyond reach. But that day replays itself, over and over and over—vividly. It is inextricably bound to what my life was before the secret, before the end of childhood—not childhood as I was accustomed, no, but the end of it. My mother is alive! And I am untainted and steadfast in my belief in fairness. Life is still predictable and lush with her.

The last time my mother dropped me off to ice skate at Northside Park, it was a frigid Saturday morning in January, typical for Illinois. Her hair had been freshly coiffed. It was buoyant, her twist unyielding in the winter chill! My skates were freshly polished with Hollywood Sani-White. I thought them dazzling, but white flakes stippled the upholstery, my coat, gloves, and floor mats. I would find streaks of polish in the car weeks later and frantically scrape at them with my fingernails. My mother was annoyed; my father was fussy about things, especially his Chevies.

“Be careful of the slushpots,” she said, swiping at the white flecks that I left behind.

“I’ll be home by late afternoon, Mom,” I yelled through the closed door. I didn’t want her to remind me that I was babysitting that night for my younger sister, Mary, as well as the neighbor’s kids. Or that my homework needed to be completed, bedroom tidied, dinner eaten, all in a certain order. My impatience was palpable.

My friends were already on the ice frantically gesturing to hurry up. Without a kiss or a quick hug, I started across the parking lot towards the pond. I don’t remember turning to wave either, although that would have been unlike me. I had a superstitious streak. Not to wave would have provoked my general angst. But I don’t remember. I often wonder if my mother sat for a minute waiting for me to turn towards her.

A narrow wooden walkway led from the door of the warming hut to a set of icy steps sliced by hundreds of steel blades into an intricate herringbone pattern. The frozen lip of the pond overlapped the very last step, inviting a seamless entry to the initiated. Later in the winter, skaters would have to walk through a few feet of slush to reach the ice, but on this day everything was frozen to a fragile brittleness.

My friends and I rarely skated alone but preferred hanging on to each other, playing crack the whip, our long ponytails slapping our faces, or dancing two by two, switching partners as we passed. We were a formidable line of girls, stitched together four or five across, daring anyone to break our rank. We always skated in the main pond, though, never daring to cross under the wooden bridge, the restricted province of the older skaters. They didn’t skate alone either.

Sometimes Patty and I would walk to Northside Park together, slogging through the icy streets with our skates slung over a shoulder, hers just so, and mine, never quite right. Once in sight of the bridge, and boys, I was quickly abandoned. She was a merciless flirt, at least I thought so, and I worried when the other girls stared at her with point-blank hatred, whispering and glaring. Patty didn’t notice. Or if she did, she really enjoyed the scene, skating with “her guys” as she called them. Sometimes she would see me and wave, flashing her huge toothy smile, flinging her arms around her boyfriends in mock fragility. My friends were amazed at her nerve. “That’s just Patty,” I would tell them, digging my skate into the ice, hoping she would skate over to us.

She usually had an entourage to buy her candy, keep her hands warm, and walk her home. But Patty wasn’t at the pond that day. She was with our mother, maybe trying a new makeup technique, or hairstyle, or shopping, or gossiping. Perhaps she was helping my mother prepare the house for guests, filling bowls with mixed nuts and laying out small napkins to hold Mom’s toast points topped with cream cheese and olives. Mom would be bathing, carefully avoiding her newly arranged hair, while Patty chatted by the side of the tub, taking an occasional puff of mom’s cigarette. Mom had shown her how―to puff, that is, along with some of Patty’s friends. She wanted them to do it correctly, inhaling and exhaling, holding and ashing. It was a discipline, Mom reminded Patty, a cigarette discipline, which absolutely forbade walking while smoking. I don’t remember my mother ever teaching me anything that deliberately, but I do know Patty and my mother had a special bond. They enjoyed each other’s company, like girlfriends. Oh, she had friends, my mother did, friends she shared with my father, couple friends, but no confidante, except for one sister, Aunt Shirley, who lived within an hour of us.

Even though my mother was only thirty-seven, I now suspect she envied Patty’s youth and lived vicariously through Patty’s popularity. But maybe that is a hazard of motherhood. And is it so bad? As long as it doesn’t devolve into enmeshment? Or unrealistic expectations?

Perhaps it did.

As I parse this relationship to glean something of my mother, she remains elusive, overshadowed by the bloom of a daughter larger than life itself. And while my mother may have gained a voice through this flamboyant child, her first-born, she never witnessed the alcoholism and anger that inhabited Patty in adulthood. Was that her legacy? My mother’s? Or Patty’s attempt to obscure the unique losses associated with this parental relationship. Do children, even as adults, ever become habituated to this calamity?

I walked home from the park that afternoon, a few of my friends with me. Having left little time to thaw our feet by the fire in the warming hut, we hobbled along paths to the main road, slapping our hands to get blood moving in our fingertips, managing to eat the last of our frozen Charleston Chews. We made plans for the next day, a Sunday, to meet in the warming hut again, where we would stash our shoes under benches closest to the fire and chocolate bars deep in the snow, before tiptoeing down to the pond’s edge. I promised my friends I would be at the park no later than 2:00, after I attended Mass with my family. My mother would probably want to prepare a brunch with something exotic concocted from her Gourmet magazine. Something with eggs, most likely, and a dreaded sauce sprinkled with paprika. I hoped not Eggs Goldenrod. My stomach lurched. “I might be late,” I warned my friends after I remembered the mint jelly filling the center of my grapefruit from that morning which took an inordinate amount of time in which to discretely dispose.

And then it happened―as the fire smoldered in the hearth and leftover shoes grew cold under the benches (how did those skaters get home?); as the wind kicked up and deep darkness fell; as a swathe of moonlight bathed the pond and fresh ice crystals dotted the snow; as the pond repaired itself from the assault of blades and misplaced chocolate bars grew brittle; as my friends slept and the night slipped away; my mother died.

“It was a cerebral hemorrhage,” my father said after her body was retrieved from their bedroom and loaded into an ambulance. I had been quickly ushered out of the hallway by someone (my father? the doctor?), so as not to see her removed from the house on Hawthorne Boulevard in that final way, in a black body bag. But that was exactly what I wanted. To see. To apologize. For not helping her. That night. I watched from my window which faced the street. The attendants struggled.

“Don’t drop her,” I mouthed into the cold window pane where I had pressed my forehead. It was 1963, one of the coldest winters on record. The street was slick with ice and the vehicle slipped around the corner, almost toppling. (Someone said at that point I ran after the body screaming “Mother!” or something else equally heart-wrenching in its simplicity. This never happened but made for excellent death-gossip in the neighborhood.)

“The doctor said it was all part of her genetics, her personal makeup,” my father announced once again, and for the last time.

“It was a cerebral hemorrhage,” my grandmother reported to her two other daughters and one son.

My grandfather filled in the last column for my mother in his genealogical records. Death: Cerebral Hemorrhage. Except he misspelled hemorrhage.

Sometime later, I read about this fatality, the hemorrhage, the Cerebral Vascular Accident, CVA. It sounded like an assembly line problem, a misaligned blood vessel. And, most troubling to me, this genetic malformation wasn’t necessarily catastrophic; that there were warning signs (something that would plague me later) such as the severe headaches, dizziness, nausea. Not catastrophic, that was, unless an accident of sufficient proportion occurred, like a blow to the head.

Apparently Dr. DeHaan didn’t think so. At least that was the report given to us, by way of our father, as an explanation for this ungodly mayhem. Simply put, Dr. DeHaan said something in her brain bled. It was a cerebral hemorrhage. Who would question that?

“Maybe she had high blood pressure. Or weakened blood vessels. Or an infection. She did have migraines, didn’t she? And didn’t she have a weight gain, an inexplicable weight gain? What about her reproductive organs? Wasn’t her uterus slipping and sliding, threatening to dislodge itself? She was a time bomb. Genetics. The rupture was just waiting to happen. An accident. CVA! Never knew what hit her. Occurred quickly. She didn’t suffer. Nothing could have been done. No one could have saved her. The only explanation? She was predisposed.”

Were we, my sisters and I? Predisposed?

But I questioned how Doctor DeHaan could have known for certain that she was felled by a CVA. There had been no autopsy! No Y-Cut! No tiptoe through the intestines! (Where are the superlatives to describe this unfortunate lack of adherence to Illinois law?) Unfortunately, I knew this litany (save our souls) that whirled around our home that morning disregarded one possibility. The cerebral hemorrhage could have been caused by an injury or trauma to the brain. My hypervigilance awoke me that morning, not any noise my parents were making. But here was the tableau ― my father dragging my mother up the hallway to their bedroom. My door was open, and I could see he was struggling. She was a little heavy then, full-figured it was called. My father had both of his hands looped under each armpit and clasped together beneath her voluminous breasts. Her silk-stocking feet made a sandpapery sound from sliding on the waxed linoleum, a sound that awakened me from a terrifying dream of a funeral, my mother’s funeral, which I dismissed immediately. (This prescience would disassemble any forgiveness I attempted for myself.) But of course I dismissed the dream! Would anyone have paid attention to my ramblings at that hour? A dream in which I am walking through quicksand toward a mound heaped upon a funeral pyre?

I shouldn’t feel guilty about not rushing into the hallway at that moment to find solace from my nightmare. I shouldn’t.

But I do.

Why was her head slumped forward on her chest? Was she unconscious? And that laborious dragging, my father’s labored breathing, the French twist dangling from its girdle─why didn’t I bolt from my bed?

“How could you have embarrassed me like that?” my father said as they crossed the threshold into their carpeted bedroom. And then the door closed, softly. I don’t know how he managed that. To close it so quietly when his hands were so full of Mom. And as I was sorting through what was real and unreal, I heard my mother say, “Don’t hurt me.”

I didn’t try the handle on their bedroom door. Or walk in. I didn’t inquire as to what was going on, ask a question, or even say, “I want to see my mother. I just had a nightmare. I’m afraid she’s going to die. I need to talk to her.” Rather, I rapped on their door and said, “Leave her alone,” my lip swelling in the aftermath of my plea. One time was all. Just simply, “leave her alone.” I said it for all of us. But I knew it wouldn’t be enough. It wasn’t. Before sunrise she was dead.

I waited for my words “leave her alone” to be returned to me, wrapped neatly in some kind of justifiable account. But there was no explanation that morning as my father wept, holding his head in his hands when he told me to get the doctor, or after he went to confession in his master bedroom between the last rites and funeral potatoes. There was nothing said between us, my father and me, about any exchange we might have had, solidifying the diagnosis of cerebral hemorrhage by our omission.

Aunt Shirley arrives, my mother’s sister, her best friend. Unlike her, my aunt is a strident woman, a bit officious, but efficient, as demonstrated in the clicking of her heels across the tile floor towards the bedroom where she sweeps the sheets into a pile and dumps them into the hot water of the washer. I hesitate for a moment, my foot hovering over a stain. It seems a rusty blotch has appeared in the carpet. Suddenly. It must be a shadow, an illusion, a colorful floater in my eye. Has Aunt Shirley noticed this defect among all the others?

I follow her; a skittish shadow now, newly infected with the secret, waiting for her, my aunt, to notice my corruption.

“Take care of me, Aunt Shirley!” I scream, but it can’t rise above the anguish lodged in my throat.

She is distracted, pale and wild-eyed, shaky, more with anger than with grief. She frightens me into silence.

“I heard something last night,” I stutter. I am trembling as if I have just come in from the front yard, coatless. It is below zero; the boulevard windswept with snow. A day for record keeping.

“What did you hear? What happened here?” Aunt Shirley hurls at me. “Tell me.”

She seems short-tempered and impatient, her coffee sloshing into the saucer as she tries to steady herself for something more. And then it occurs to me that Aunt Shirley has information as well and needs some corroboration. Bed sheets don’t lie.

But I knew more and resisted the urge to reenter that night with her. Living with the secret seemed better than the alternative, at least at that moment, at least at thirteen. So I stood there fighting not only with the possibility that I could have stopped my mother’s demise, but that I might very well begin my father’s. In a sense I started to collude with my father, and for that I hated myself.

My mind became a spectator of itself. It raced, attacked by surging adrenaline. Words pulsed repetitively, “Shut-up, shut-up, shut-up, giddy-up, giddy-up.” Mind chatter galloped around the circuitous route of my brain while I stared at my aunt soaking away the clues of the night in Clorox.

“Never mind,” I said. “I heard nothing.”

She looked at me quizzically and then narrowed her eyes as I turned towards the chatter in the living room where my mother was being eulogized by a choir of adjectives. If only Aunt Shirley had insisted; she was usually so persuasive. But she didn’t persist that morning, perhaps cowed by the scene at that moment. And that moment passed.

For years I engaged in dissonant thinking ─ what I wanted the facts of that night to be, rather than what they were. This perversion took stamina. But I had will power, and persisted, for years, intentionally deluding myself. Pretending was the shield behind which the secret and I lived. It was my only means of self-protection, of survival.







Chapter 2

To the Lake

Traveling to Big Fish Lake required a twelve-hour trip, north-westerly from Chicago, across Wisconsin, over the Mississippi River, and through the Twin Cities. It was a journey of prepositional phrases―over, around, and through―linking city after city with three stops for gas and a picnic lunch at the welcome center on the Wisconsin-Minnesota border.

At five-thirty a.m. on the Saturday before every Memorial Day, my two sisters and I would drag ourselves bleary-eyed to the back-seat of our Chevrolet. My father scolded us before we even made it to the garage.

“Empty your bladders, girls. We’re not stopping until the Wisconsin border.” And with that he popped two aspirin, chugged a hot cup of coffee, lit a cigarette, and got behind the wheel to begin our summer, Memorial Day through Labor Day, on Big Fish Lake.

Patty and I immediately struggled with our backseat territory, making our younger sister sit in the middle between two closely spaced buttons in the upholstery. Patty and I traded off the position directly behind our father. It was a treacherous seat. He could reach around and swat the person indiscriminately when any of us got too loud or whiny. Without the slightest swerve, my father managed these maneuvers. He was a man adept at contortions of mind and body. It was a merciless seat, a seat for the nimble. We learned to bob and duck and lay supine on the floor mat, which made my father angrier and more competitive.

Smells of ripening bananas and apples, liverwurst and pickles emanated from a picnic basket that was placed on the floor in the backseat behind our mother. Cigarette smoke lingered around my father’s head. We tried to manage our nausea with Dramamine and small brown lunch sacks kept in our laps until we got our sealegs around lunchtime. We probably were annoying, and more so as the trip lingered on and the day heated up. Cars didn’t have air-conditioning in the fifties.

We entertained ourselves with surreptitious fighting interspersed with games of Fish and War and Old Maid. Patty won almost every game. I accused her often of cheating. My mother learned to with-hold comic books until the very last vestige of the Illinois border receded from view. We fought over Veronica, Jughead, and Archie. Paper dolls eventually littered the floor, and then their appendages, and ripped outfits. Cherry Ames Student Nurse and Nancy Drew books rested under our feet. Auto bingo ended in squabbles. We tired of taunting truck drivers as my father sped past on two-lane roads, stones ricocheting off the car from the shoulder. He did all the driving, my father, and we learned quickly to suck in our breath oh so quietly. Mary slept on the back window ledge. Her crayons melted in the heat and smeared her clothes. Sometimes, blessedly, she was removed to the front seat so Patty and I could stretch our legs, avoiding skin-to-skin contact at all costs.

We also read Burma Shave Jingles.

Of all the drunks

Who drive on Sunday

Some are still alive on Monday

         Burma Shave

There were seven hundred of them, Patty found out, all with one intention: to slow drivers down on the two-lane highway.

“Fat chance of that happening,” she said. “Dad would rather toss one of us by the side of the road to pee than slow down for anything.”

What was the rush? Cocktail Hour.

I don’t remember what my mother did on these trips, except that she stayed close to her door and wordlessly shot the look to Patty and me throughout the five hundred miles of two-lane traffic. They were pleading looks, looks that took the place of a tight arm squeeze, or sharp “stop it,” looks that replaced laughter and conversation. I think she worried the whole day, that the behavior of children she disguised so well on Hawthorne Boulevard, would be supremely manifest in the Chevy sedan.

I’m fairly certain I hadn’t complained about needing a bathroom before our 1957 yellow Bel Aire hardtop suddenly lurched out of traffic and came to a rest in front of a pharmacy in some small Midwestern town. I was eight that summer. I probably thought my dad had a sudden craving for something, like a package of cigarettes or maybe some spice drops or candy corn. He had a raging sweet tooth. But then he threw his arm across the back of the seat, tilting it forward for my exit.
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