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Gretchen Berg grew up in the US Midwest and now lives in Oregon. She has always been curious about history and families, and has a personal family tree of over 16,000 people. Her family research started with her own grandmother’s little brown notebook full of details, and it was the story of her grandmother – herself a switchboard operator in Wooster, Ohio, in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s – that inspired The Operator.
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Be careful what you wish for. . .

It’s 1952. The switchboard operators in Wooster, Ohio, love nothing more than to eavesdrop on their neighbours’ conversations, and gossip about what they learn. Vivian Dalton is no different (despite her teenage daughter’s disapproval), and always longs to hear something scandalous. But on the night of December 15th, she wishes she hadn’t. The secret that’s shared by a stranger on the line threatens to rip the rug of Vivian’s life from under her.

Vivian may be mortified, but she’s not going to take this lying down. She wants the truth, no matter how painful it may be. But one secret tends to lead to another . . .


 

For Elaine Gladys McAnaney Stoddard,
Grandma


Chapter 1

DECEMBER 15, 1952

Vivian Dalton’s worn old ankle boots crunched over the packed snow in front of Freedlander’s, the bright lights of the department store spilling right out onto the sidewalk and mixing with the glow of the streetlamps. Vivian gave a quick, polite wave of a gloved hand to Betty Miller, who’d caught her eye through the flocked glass of the main display window. Freedlander’s fancied itself right up for the holidays with the lights and the bells and whatever it was they put on the window to make it look like it snowed inside.

Vivian had heard it called flocked glass but couldn’t tell you what flocked was. She might’ve guessed something to do with geese. Flock, flocked. Who knew? Vivian just knew she would’ve liked to be inside the bright store, on the other side of that flocked glass, herself, all nice and toasty, instead of out freezing her toes off walking to work in the boots that might as well’ve been made of Saran Wrap, for all the good they were doing.

Betty Miller didn’t have to work, did she? No, she was nice and toasty inside the department store with her two youngest, Little Bitty and Charles Junior, waiting in the long line to see Santa Claus, and that didn’t surprise Vivian one bit. This year’s Santa was a pretty good one, Vivian had to admit. Fat, jolly, and sober, at least, so the Millers were there, and the lines were much longer than they had been last year. Last year, Jimmy Hixson had said Santa’s breath smelled like the Sunoco filling station. Jimmy’s older brother Albert worked at the filling station, so he would know.

When she’d heard what Jimmy Hixson said, Betty Miller had been the first mother to boycott the Santa line and the other mothers quickly followed her lead, like they always did. She hadn’t bothered with a courtesy phone call, politely explaining to Freedlander’s with all her over-enunciated consonants, “Your San-ta Claus seems to be fright-fully ahem em-balmed.” That would’ve taken up too much of her time. Vivian didn’t know exactly what it was Betty did with her time, but she knew Betty thought her time was more precious than anyone else’s. Betty Miller knew the boycott would work, and the other mothers knew it, and soon Freedlander’s knew they’d better get themselves a new Santa Claus. No matter what Little Bitty and Charles Junior said to Sober Santa, up there on his shiny red North Pole throne, Vivian Dalton knew the Millers were going to have a marvelous Christmas this year. The Millers had a marvelous Christmas every year.

That was the thing about small towns. Everyone knew everyone else’s business. Vivian certainly knew everyone else’s business, but more important, she knew people. Vivian Dalton knew people, that was for certain, and she’d be the first to tell you that. She’d say it was more from intuition than from eavesdropping on people’s telephone calls, but her daughter, Charlotte, would say, “No, it’s from the eavesdropping.”

Charlotte joked with her friends, putting on airs for amusement, saying her mother was privy to myriad conversations among the good people of Wooster. Now, “privy” and “myriad” were two words Vivian would’ve used if she’d known what they meant. She wasn’t stupid, but her schooling hadn’t gone any further than grade eight at Bowman Street School. Vivian never would’ve seen “privy” and “myriad” printed next to the splashy photos in her fashion and movie magazines. Charlotte had to roll her eyes and sigh as she explained to her friends, “My mother doesn’t trust people who read books.”

It was a shame Vivian didn’t know words like “privy” and “myriad,” because she would’ve loved them. They sounded fancy and expensive. They sounded like words the four-flushers on the north side of Wooster probably used all the time, even at Buehler’s when they were buying whatever it was they bought there. Their prime rib and lobster claws and bushels of caviar or whatnot. Vivian eavesdropped, and also did her share of peering into people’s shopping carts at the grocery store. Yes, people like the Millers probably used words like “privy” and “myriad” at Buehler’s. All four of their rich kids probably privyed and myriaded all over the place. Little Bitty and Charles Junior probably used those words when they were talking to Sober Santa at Freedlander’s.

Vivian wasn’t thinking about the words she didn’t know as she crunched along on her way to work, blowing out little frozen clouds as she exhaled. She was thinking about how glad she was that Betty Miller had seen her wearing her new hat. There’d only been one left at Beulah Bechtel’s that afternoon, and Vivian had set it on the counter next to the cash register with shaky guilty fingers that really should’ve been pushing the hat money across the counter to the bank teller to put into her savings account instead. She’d seen Betty hovering near the fur coats, eyeing the hat hungrily. Looking at it like she’d almost eat it for lunch if she could, with her pointy little white teeth. Betty Miller’s teeth weren’t really pointy, that’s just how Vivian imagined them. Pointy teeth in a vicious mouth that seemed just as likely to tear the very flesh from your bones as it was to smile and comment on the weather.

Vivian had saved for months to buy that hat. Just that one hat. The beautiful hat that she knew hadn’t really been made for someone like her, but maybe, if she bought that hat for herself, she’d feel a little bit of what the four-flushers felt. Worthy of something nice. Boy, if she’d told Edward how much it cost, he would have put her in the lunatic asylum. Betty Miller probably could’ve bought four or five of those hats that day, right there. If they’d had any more, that is. “You’re lucky,” the salesgirl (Doris, maybe?) had said to Vivian as she wrapped the hat in lavender tissue paper. “This is our last one.”

Vivian, in her worn-out ankle boots but fancy new hat, stepped out of the frigid night air and into the brick building, pulling the door closed behind her with a “Brrrr!” before making her way to the cloakroom. She shrugged out of her coat and then carefully removed the beautiful new hat. Doris at Beulah Bechtel’s had said it was “Prussian-blue,” but Vivian didn’t know what that was. She thought it looked more like a dark navy. Beulah hired girls from the college and Doris probably went there to study Prussian or something. Either way, the blue complemented Vivian’s eyes, and she especially liked how the hat dipped low over her right eyebrow on the one side. Chic, she’d read in her fashion magazines, pronouncing it “chick” in her head. She carefully balanced the hat on top of her old winter coat on one of the hooks in the cloakroom, and then trod over the worn wooden floors into the switchboard room, pulled out her rolling chair, and rolled herself back up to the counter to put on her headset.

“Who takes a wife?” she asked Dorothy Hoffman, who was already seated, and probably had been for fifteen minutes.

“What?” Dorothy pushed the earpiece into her hair behind her ear, turning to face Vivian.

“Who takes a wife, in ‘Farmer in the Dell,’ who takes a wife? Is it the sheep?”

“The sheep?” Dorothy’s penciled eyebrows furrowed into a jagged M on her pale forehead.

“No?” Vivian asked, studying Dorothy’s eyebrows. She should’ve been using brown eyebrow pencil instead of black. Black made her look angry, and Dorothy was probably just a little annoyed, like she always was when Vivian was a little late and then talked about nursery rhymes.

“Why would the sheep take a wife?”

“I don’t know. For some reason that’s what stuck in my head. Something about the eee sound.” She turned back to the blank board in front of her and studied it, head tilted to the side. “The eeee takes a wife . . .”

“It’s the farmer who takes a wife,” Dorothy said, because even though she was annoyed she couldn’t let Vivian think the sheep took a wife.

“The farmer? Are you sure?” Vivian turned back to Dorothy, the doubt plain on her face. It was a nursery rhyme, for chrissakes. Why couldn’t the sheep take a wife?

“I don’t even think there is a sheep in the rhyme. You’re probably thinking of ‘the cheese.’”

“The cheese?”

“Yes, honey, the cheese.”

Vivian turned her attention back to the board, giving a vigorous shake to the dark barrel curls she’d carefully arranged to look like Bette Davis’s in All About Eve.

“Well, the goddamned cheese wouldn’t take a wife,” she muttered, then started to giggle at the image of two wedges of cheese in front of a pastor. One wearing a veil.

“It doesn’t.” Dorothy looked skyward for help, like she did sometimes. “The cheese stands alone. The cheese stands alone, the cheese stands alone.” Dorothy sang the words as she held her hand over the mouthpiece.

Every once in a while there’d be a short in the wiring circuits and even if the operator remembered to flip the muting switch, you could still hear her voice over the active line. Dorothy had learned her lesson about the wire glitches the hard way and was now extra-careful to flip the muting switch and cover her mouthpiece when talking to the other girls in the switchboard room. Wooster’s very own mayor had overheard her say the f-word, and that’d gotten her suspended for two weeks without pay. Vivian never said the f-word, but she said all the other ones, and was careful to keep her hand over the mouthpiece when she talked to the other girls in the room.

Vivian frowned at the board for a moment, back to thinking of that cheese standing alone. She could see it. A wedge of holey Swiss cheese lit up by a stage spotlight, all by itself in the middle of her dining room table. Alone cheese. Spinster cheese. Suddenly one of the board’s lights blinked before her. She quickly plugged the rear key cord into the jack, flipped the switch, and adjusted her own mouthpiece.

“Number, please.”

Vivian was a little bothered by the cheese standing alone in its spotlight, so she connected the call and flipped the mute switch. If she hadn’t been distracted, she’d have listened in.

“You can learn a lot that way,” she’d told Edward on one of their first dates.

Even though they weren’t supposed to, Vivian and the other girls who sat at the switchboards of Ohio Bell on East Liberty Street listened in on the telephone calls. Each and every day they plugged their cords into the jacks, flipped their switches, and leaned into their headsets to find out what was going on around Wooster. You might say they were the ears of the town. If it were up to Vivian they’d be a lot more than just that.

She’d tell you she had a real sharp understanding of people and their personalities, and listening in at Bell only helped that along. She could tell you plenty about situations based on just a few details. For example, when Ray Barnes telephoned his mother from New York City to say he had a big surprise in store for her, Vivian knew that big surprise was a new fiancée, and she also knew that Mrs. Barnes wasn’t going to like that one bit. Probably with good reason, if she were honest with you; that fiancée was likely a no-good slut. The good girls went to New York City from the small towns, not the other way around.

Ruth Craven had listened in the day Ray Barnes’s mother called her sister in Mansfield to complain about the “fast New York City girl Raymond brought home,” and how she was corrupting her “poor, innocent boy.” “The Negro music he listens to now!” Ruth was good enough to tell the other switchboard girls all about it, and remind them about what Vivian had said. Some of them liked to tease her when she talked about knowing people, but they all looked at her with just a little more respect after that call.

“You don’t need some fancy college degree, or even a regular old high school diploma, to know people,” she’d say.

Lately, there’d been almost nothing to know about anyone, and Vivian had just about fallen asleep at the console a few times. The townspeople of Wooster were talking about the dullest things you could imagine. Take this week. On Monday, Mrs. Butler complained to Mrs. Young that her daughter, Maxine, never called anymore, and even after she’d sent Maxine that beautiful windmill star quilt she’d worked so hard on. On Tuesday, Earl Archer called his wife, Dora, from the ticket office at the railroad depot because he’d left his wallet on their kitchen counter again, and wanted her to please get on the bus and bring it to him. On Wednesday, Clyde Walsh called Ginny Frazier to ask if she’d go to the A&W with him that afternoon after he finished shoveling the sidewalk in front of his mother’s house, and Ginny Frazier (for the umpteenth time) said no.

Vivian had connected all these calls, and, although they were dull, she’d listened in and made up her mind about them. She thought Mrs. Butler should drive herself down to Columbus, break into Maxine’s house, and take that quilt back. She thought Earl should hustle his wrinkled old ass back to the house, rather than making Dora take the bus in this cold weather just because he was a careless, absentminded idiot. And she thought Ginny Frazier might want to think long and hard about her chances of doing better than Clyde Walsh. If he could overlook that frying pan face of hers, he was worth a hamburger and root beer float at the A&W. How many boys his age still shoveled the walk for their mothers? And she’d overheard enough of Clyde’s calls to Ginny to know he meant business. Vivian felt that sort of romantic devotion should be rewarded. But Mrs. Butler, Earl, and Ginny would never hear Vivian’s advice, and they’d be all the poorer for it.

Vivian didn’t always recognize the voices of the callers, or the telephone numbers they gave her. Wooster was small, but it wasn’t that small. If the voice or number was unfamiliar, it was impossible to know who was there on the other end of the line, but Vivian could still come up with solutions for their problems. There were days when she thought maybe the callers should know she could hear them, and maybe instead of just listening she could chime in and give them that good advice she knew they needed. They’d be all the better for it, that was for certain. But she couldn’t do that. The telephone operators weren’t supposed to listen in on the calls. Vivian couldn’t tell you if that was a specific rule or just something that was frowned upon; it’d been so long since she’d read the rules. If confronted, she would’ve scoffed and said there wasn’t anything worth listening to anyhow. Quilts and forgotten wallets and the A&W. Christ.

The calls that got the girls’ hearts pounding and pulses racing were the ones for the hospital or the police station or fire department. Vivian had the good sense to put those calls through immediately. Although, yes, she’d sometimes listen in, if only to make sure the call wasn’t coming from her own house. For, as clever as she was, Charlotte could be careless with the stove, and she’d gotten into the habit of making popcorn after school, and Lord knew Edward was bound to cut off one of his arms with one of those sharp tools in the shed, or hammer his hand to the workbench in the basement one of these days.

What she’d really like to hear was something scandalous. Something out-of-the-ordinary. Something like the Julius and Ethel Rosenberg business that Edward had told her about. Soviet spies! The intrigue was international news, but Vivian was mainly interested in the story because the spies had been a married couple. Now, that was intrigue. And if she’d eavesdropped on a call between Julius and Ethel, you can bet your bottom dollar she’d have had some advice to give them.

Based on what Vivian overheard when she was at the switchboard, there was no spying going on in Wooster. No, what was happening in Wooster was that Mrs. Butler had wasted her time making a quilt for an ungrateful daughter, Earl Archer was an absentminded idiot who took his wife for granted, and Ginny Frazier thought she could snag somebody better than Clyde Walsh. Also, it was cold outside, Christmas was a few weeks away, and Freedlander’s had a nice, sober Santa Claus to remind everyone of that fact.

Vivian still had hopes for something more exciting on that cold December night as she sat at the switchboard. Restless, bored, humming nursery rhymes in her head, and halfway hoping to discover spies, or at least a scandal about a married couple, in their little Ohio town. If she’d been able to push aside the farmer, his dell, the lonely spinster cheese, and Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, she might’ve heard the voice of her dead granny saying what she used to say when you were asking for something that might get you into trouble. Be careful what you wish for.


Chapter 2

The switchboard stayed dark for a few minutes, and Vivian pushed up her mouthpiece and rested her chin in her hand as she thought about spies in Wooster. Not too likely, if you asked her, but Wooster’d had its share of excitement. There had been happenings. The kinds of happenings that stuck in the minds of the townspeople, and made them wonder to themselves in their spare, lonely moments. Got them talking to each other, you know, from time to time, long after the happenings had happened.

Like the excitement from five years ago with the attempted robbery and shoot-out at the William Annat Company department store at Christmastime. A shoot-out! In Wooster! Who would’ve believed it, but three armed men from Akron tried to rob the store. Akron, didn’t that just figure. You’d never hear of a Wooster resident shooting guns off at a department store at Christmas, for chrissakes. If it hadn’t been for a brave store manager and a quick-thinking salesgirl, who telephoned the operator to connect her to the police, who knows what might’ve happened? The quick-thinking salesgirl had been Vivian’s younger sister Violet, and Vivian would’ve been positively out of her mind if she’d been on the phones that night. Ellen Leonard had answered that call.

“Mercy!” Vivian had exclaimed, when Ellen had described the commotion in Bell’s switchboard room that night. “Jesus Christ almighty!” was what she’d said to Violet. Because she knew what to say in polite company, but didn’t want to have to mind her mouth around family.

Violet had quit William Annat shortly after, because she had a husband, two kids, and two cats and didn’t need those kinds of headaches in her life, and Ellen Leonard had taken her one night of switchboard crisis experience and moved to Cleveland to work at Bell there. She thought she was ready for a bigger city and its bigger calls. Vivian thought she’d better be, because if men from Akron were shooting up department stores at Christmas, could you imagine what the men in Cleveland were up to?

The robbery attempt had been the talk of the town for the next few years. At least until last June when that sneaky Gilbert Ogden embezzled $250,000 from the Wayne Building & Loan on North Market Street, where he worked as a teller. He took the money and absconded with the bank director’s secretary, according to the front page of The Daily Record. Although Vivian could’ve guessed at its meaning, she’d decided to look up “absconded” in the dictionary she’d had to buy Charlotte for school.


Abscond:

: to depart secretly and hide oneself <He absconded with the stolen money.>



Charlotte was a sophomore at Wooster High School. She’d skipped the first grade after correcting the teacher on her usage of “break” versus “brake,” and knew words like “abscond” and “privy” and “myriad.” She also liked to read books, and was known to roll her eyes every time her mother boasted about how she “knew people.”

Vivian had spent days wracking her brain to try to remember if she’d ever overheard any telephone conversations between Gilbert Ogden and the secretary, before they absconded. She said she “had a feeling” about that Gilbert Ogden, with his shifty eyes looking every which way behind the round, steel-rimmed spectacles, and the nervous way he used to fiddle with his bow tie with stubby fingernails that he chewed down past the quick. “That’s the sign of a Nervous Purvis, right there,” she always said about nail-biters, and you didn’t want to get her started on the ones who wore glasses.

So, no, Vivian wasn’t all that surprised when she read about the embezzlement. But embezzlement, while sort of exciting to a town like Wooster, wasn’t the real news to Vivian. The real news had been Gilbert’s illicit romance with the secretary Flora Parker. “Illicit” was a word she knew, because it was all over her movie magazines.

“Flora Parker, my stars! Who would’ve thought?” she’d said to Ruth Craven, during one of the early afternoon lulls at the switchboard. “Although . . .” She’d then paused with a finger to her lips. “Wasn’t she from New York?”

Ruth had nodded. “From New York. And a little older. Pretty, though.”

“They have any kids, her and her husband?” Because that would’ve made it worse, and the worse a scandal was, the better it was to talk about.

“Don’t think so.”

Vivian had shrugged and thought, So, the trash ran away with the spoon. That had been something unexpected. It was Wooster’s own version of Bonnie and Clyde, and don’t think Vivian didn’t find it suspicious that Bonnie’s last name had also been Parker. There was a lot more significance to names than most people bothered to notice.

Vivian had thought Flora and Bill Parker were one of those annoying happy couples, what with all the arm-in-arm walking around town and staring into each other’s eyes she saw them doing. They were as swoony as a couple of lovebirds. But who knew what was really going on behind their closed doors? Vivian took her “knowing people” seriously, and especially since there was such a scandal around Gilbert and Flora, she was hard on herself for not having spotted the signs sooner (or at all).

She consoled herself with the thought that, although she saw Flora Parker every once in a while, she’d only actually spoken to her once, a few years before the robbery. It’d been in line at Buehler’s, and it’d just been small talk.

“The cashiers are sure chatty today, aren’t they?”

“Yes. It is slowing the line a bit.”

Flora Parker had then found something interesting inside her handbag, and Vivian guessed she wasn’t in the mood for conversation, although she could’ve gone on for a while about those cashiers. The few words between them really hadn’t been enough for Vivian to figure Flora properly.

She had noticed the can of vegetable shortening in Flora’s shopping cart, and that was something. If Flora’d been a good housewife, she’d have been cooking with lard or butter, but Vivian wasn’t going to pass judgment on her over something like that. She’d also been preoccupied with her own thoughts that afternoon. It was her and Edward’s ten-year anniversary, and Vivian was buying his favorite Amish Baby Swiss cheese, trying to plan the rest of their dinner in her head, and wondering what awful tin thing he was going to give her for a gift. Ten years was tin. Whatever it was, he was probably making it on his workbench in the basement. It better not be another goddamned watering can. She’d gotten one of those for a birthday gift one year.

Dorothy cleared her throat, bringing Vivian back to the present moment, where several lights were blinking in front of her on the switchboard. When she let herself drift off like that it took a nudge to get her back. With a snort of air through her nostrils, she plugged in the cord.

“Number, please,” she said, and quickly connected the call before answering the next one. Maybe that one would be the call with the Communist spies.

“Number, please.”

“Viv, is that you?”

“Yes, dear.”

Edward never surprised Vivian anymore, after fifteen and a half years of marriage, but she was almost surprised her husband recognized her voice on the other end of the line. He had some hearing loss, or at least claimed he did. It seemed to come and go. It was at its most powerful, the loss was, when she was reminding him to trim his nose hairs or put his dirty socks in the warsh basket. But the moment she and Charlotte were talking about shopping for a new dress, or something else not exactly practical, boy, did his hearing improve. She was sure he’d be able to hear a dog whistle if the whistle was talking about spending any of his money.

“They canceled the meeting tonight, so I’m home.” He sounded tired, as usual.

“Okay.” Vivian had no idea what they talked about at those stupid meetings anyway. Freemasons. Huh. Grown men having secret meetings about God knows what. It all just sounded like a way for them to have an adult version of their tree house with the “No Girls Allowed” sign out front, and call it a “society.” Edward was busy enough, working two jobs. If she hadn’t liked having the house to herself sometimes, she’d be annoyed that he chose to spend most of his free time with a bunch of other men instead of staying home with his family.

“I’ll leave the porch light on.”

“Thank you.”

She disconnected Edward, and reached to connect the next call.

“Number, please.”

The caller, whose voice she didn’t recognize, gave Betty Miller’s home number, which she did. Vivian looked at the clock on the wall, which read ten minutes till eleven. That seemed awfully late to be calling someone who had a family with small children, didn’t it? She assumed Betty Miller had made it home from Freedlander’s, probably enjoyed a fancy dinner of roasted peacock or some such bird, on the rarest china plates and using real honest-to-goodness silverware, and then put her perfect, small, rich children to bed, probably in pajamas made of the finest spun gold. That made her think of Old King Cole. He called for his pipe, and he called for his bowl, and he called for his fiddlers three . . .

She was getting tired, though. Edward’s call and his mention of the porch light had made her think of just how much she wanted to be home switching off the porch light, slumping up the stairs, and crawling into bed. Plus, she had no interest in hearing Betty Miller talk about how swell her life was, how her Christmas party was going to be the event of the season, how God himself would have cleared his schedule for a chance to sit in the Millers’ living room and sip champagne with the crème de la crème of Wooster society. But something made her pause as the caller said, “Hiya, it’s me.”

The unknown woman’s voice was low and secretive, almost seductive enough to make Vivian uncomfortable. Like the time when she was thirteen and had happened upon her brother and Edith Cramer in the backseat of the family’s Model T. She shuddered a little and stifled a gag, then squinted at the board in front of her, as if the squinting would help her figure out who “me” was.

“You’ll never believe this,” the voice said.

And, although Vivian was sure the disbelief would just have something to do with a surprising new way to put lobster or crab or some other expensive seafood into a casserole recipe, she stayed on the line, held her breath, and listened. After just one minute her body had gone rigid, with her fingers pressing themselves white into the countertop. Her heart thumped in her chest and her mouth went dry. Vivian listened in a state of stunned paralysis, gaping at the switchboard and feeling like the rug of her life had just been yanked out from under her.


Chapter 3

1925

It was a warm spring evening, the kind of evening where you wanted all the windows and doors open so you could smell the flowers, feel the warm breezes, and hear the crickets chirping. Ten-year-old Vivian McGinty was doing all three of those things while setting the table in the dining room. She was also lifting up each of the empty diamond-patterned water glasses, peering into them, shaking them lightly in the air next to her ear, and then setting them back down on the table. Uncle Frank and Aunt Emma and the Cutter cousins were driving up in the Sheridan from Apple Creek for Friday Night Fish Fry and, as usual, Vivian was full of excitement and dread. Excitement to see the relatives, and dread about eating the fish. The Fish Fry was a tradition Vivian’s Pawpy had brought back to Ohio after visiting the Michigan and Wisconsin McGintys.

The McGinty ancestors had sailed to the United States all the way from County Tyrone, Ireland, sometime in the early nineteenth century. They’d arrived in port at Philadelphia and then scattered like blown dandelion seeds all over the mid-Atlantic and Midwest regions. Uncle Frank and Aunt Emma weren’t McGintys, but they were kin, they lived within driving distance, and they enjoyed the Fish Fry.

Aunt Emma was Vivian’s aunt on her mother’s side. The Lancaster County German Mennonite side. The Kurtzes. “Happy as a pot of mice, are we?” was just one of the weird things Aunt Emma would say to Vivian’s mother, speaking in Low German while poking her in the side, trying to coax a smile out of her sister. Myrtle Kurtz McGinty never seemed as happy as a pot of mice. She always seemed about as happy as the mice that Zipper the neighbor’s cat dropped in a mangled heap on their doorstep. Myrtle needed to be coaxed into a smile. The McGinty side never needed coaxing.

“Paddy, how are you? How’s the railroad business?” Uncle Frank asked, as he clapped Vivian’s father on the shoulder.

The way Uncle Frank said it you’d think Patrick McGinty owned the railroad, but he just punched tickets. Vivian had once heard Uncle Frank call her father a “wickedly charming Irish robe,” and she’d wondered if the robe was anything like Joseph’s coat of many colors from the Bible. She’d asked Vera about it later, and Vera had laughed long and hard.

“Rogue, dummy, not robe. God, you’re stupid.”

As usual, Vera hadn’t been helpful. Whatever it meant, robe or rogue, Vivian was proud that people talked about her Pawpy. He was popular around Wooster, and people liked him. She’d once heard a neighbor say, “Oh, that Paddy. He’s got a ready wink in one eye, and the reflection of a passing woman’s backside in the other.” Vivian had squinted at his laughing blue eyes the next time she looked him in the face. She didn’t see either of those things.

What she did see was her Pawpy trying to talk her mother into converting to Catholicism, and her mother refusing. She’d just shake her head slowly back and forth, grumbling under her breath. To Myrtle, church was church, and having to do a lot of standing up and kneeling during services didn’t change that. And going to confession? She waved a rough, dismissive hand at the thought. She didn’t have anything to confess anyway. Forest Chapel Methodist was just fine for their purposes. Pawpy didn’t go with them on Sundays. He claimed he went to Mass at St. Mary’s, but Myrtle and the McGinty children thought it more likely that he prayed to the Patron Saint of My Wife and Kids Are Finally Out of the House from the comfort of his living room armchair.

The Friday Night Fish Fry became Paddy’s version of Mass, and Vivian enjoyed it about as much as she enjoyed sitting in church. She had no problem eating the applesauce and fried potatoes, but when they were gone she was left with the fish. She’d look around at everyone else’s plates to see if they’d eaten theirs yet. That fish was all that was standing between Vivian and the apple crisp for dessert, but she just couldn’t bring herself to eat it. She couldn’t eat it and she couldn’t think of a way to get rid of it. It would sit on her plate until she remembered to push it around and around with her fork.

“Vivian, eat the fish,” her mother ordered.

“Oh, now, Myrtie, Vivy doesn’t have to eat the fish if she doesn’t want to.”

Vivian tried to hide her smile behind her napkin. She loved when her father was “half seas over,” as he liked to say, because it meant he either wouldn’t notice the kids’ behavior or wouldn’t care. On the days when Pawpy knocked off work early, he’d take the front porch steps two at a time up to their white two-story clapboard on Buckeye Street, fling open the front door, and go straight to the liquor cabinet. He’d open the whiskey while their mother was still stirring the boiling pot on the stove, which always smelled like it was dirty socks and bloomers rather than food.

“Doin’ the warshing on the stove tonight, eh, Myrtie?”

After a few slugs from the bottle there was a good chance Pawpy wouldn’t really be able to taste the meal anyway. By the time they sat down at the table and bent their heads in prayer, Mr. McGinty could’ve been convinced they’d already eaten dinner.

Vivian looked back at the fish on her plate. She tried to remember, at least at mealtimes and on her knees before bedtime, to be grateful she had food to eat. She tried to remember to be grateful about a lot of things, but it was harder when you were the middle kid. Henry and Will claimed they were middle kids, too, but Vera liked to remind everyone, “Vivian’s the real middle child,” with her voice full of oldest-child authority, “commonly overlooked and perpetually craving attention.” Perpetually, Vivian repeated the word to herself. Perpetually. She wondered what that meant.

While the grown-ups and older kids talked to each other across their plates of awful fish at the long table, Will and Violet kicked each other under it. Forks and knives scraped against plates while Vivian, not quite old enough to talk to the grown-ups and a little too old to kick Will and Violet under the table like she used to, let her mind wander to what she had planned for after dinner. She glanced at the water glasses and began to fidget. Tonight it didn’t matter that Ruby, Opal, and Vera wouldn’t let her play with them afterward.

“We don’t ‘play,’ Vivy,” Vera would scoff, and then shut her bedroom door, leaving Vivian on the outside, every single time.

The last streusel crumb had been scraped from the plate and everyone had pushed their chairs back and made their way out of the dining room. Vivian stayed behind to help her mother clear the table and then brushed the dish towel dramatically back and forth across the rough grain, making a great show of cleaning up, getting a rare smile from her mother and a pat on the head from her Uncle Frank.

“Attagirl!”

Pawpy gave her a wink and then grabbed her mother by the hand, dragging her out to the living room while she protested. He’d never let her mother do the dishes right after a Fish Fry meal and she’d complain that the crud was going to set on the plates and pans if she didn’t get to them right away. Vivian held on to the back of a dining room chair and rocked back and forth, toes to heels, toes to heels, as the grown-ups settled themselves in the living room. She waited until she heard the swinging rhythms and blaring horns of the Paul Whiteman Orchestra coming from the radio, and then she sneaked back into the kitchen. She reached for one of the empty water glasses next to the sink, wiped the rim on the hem of her dress, and tiptoed quietly up the stairs to the bedroom she shared with Violet. When the weather was nice, like it was tonight, Violet liked to play with her dolls in the backyard after dinner, so Vivian had their room all to herself.

Pawpy and Henry’d put the screens in the bedroom windows a couple of weeks ago, and Vivian could smell the neighbor’s freshly cut grass and hear the crickets chirping. She could also hear the faint, faraway sound of Violet’s little voice as she sat under the clothesline and talked to her dolls.

Vivian carefully laid the empty water glass in the middle of Violet’s pillow before easing herself onto the narrow bed. It had to be Violet’s bed because that was the one pushed against the wall between their room and Vera’s. Vivian held her breath and moved slowly enough so the bedsprings wouldn’t creak. Vera had ears like a bat. When she’d crawled herself into a comfortable crouch on her knees, she lifted the glass from the pillow and put the mouth of it against the wall, lining it up with the old faded plum-and-evergreen stripes of the wallpaper, and when she was pretty sure the glass wouldn’t move, she squished her ear right up against the bottom.

It wasn’t like being in the room with them, but the glass-against-wall worked just fine to help her eavesdrop on her older sister and cousins. They spent hours gossiping in Vera’s room about the girls and boys in their classes at school. Ruby and Opal went to high school in Apple Creek and Vivian didn’t know any of the girls or boys they talked about, but she still gasped quietly at the stories, which she could hear just a little bit better with the glass.

“. . . thinks he’s the elephant’s eyebrows, all right,” Vera sneered. “And he used to go with Mabel Fiske. Mabel Fiske!”

Mabel Fiske, Vivian thought to herself.

“I can’t believe you bobbed your hair,” Ruby said, unconcerned with Mabel Fiske and who she used to go with.

Vivian rolled her eyes as she heard Vera say, “Well, believe it.” Vera hadn’t been able to shut up about her hair since she’d done it. She thought she was sooooo mature now. Vivian could picture Vera on the other side of the wall, smiling coyly and fingering the edges of her fashionable hair.

“Sylvia Emerich bobbed hers,” Opal piped in. “And then she had to quit school to get married.”

Sylvia Emerich, Vivian thought to herself, and then wondered if Vera would have to quit school because of her hair. But she wasn’t getting married.

“Well,” Ruby added, “that wasn’t the only reason Sylvia had to quit school.”

“No.” Vera’s response was low and disbelieving.

“Positutely,” Ruby said.

“No!” Vera exclaimed again, this time so loudly that the word came through the wall as an almost forceful blow.

It was so loud that Vivian fell away from the wall and the glass bounced softly onto the quilt. She’d almost tumbled right off the side of the bed. Boy, is Vera ever loud. What was the other reason Sylvia Emerich had to leave school? Vivian steadied herself, then carefully crept back to her spot, picked up the glass, leaned back against the wall, and pressed her ear harder against the base of the glass. Ruby’d lowered her voice by this time, though, and Vivian couldn’t make out what she was saying. She narrowed her eyes into a squint.

“What are you doing?”

Vivian gasped and whipped around, causing the bedsprings to bounce and squeak crazily, as the glass again dropped onto the quilt behind her. Her older brother Henry was standing in the bedroom doorway with his thumbs hooked in his suspenders and a sly smile dancing around his lips. Vivian hadn’t even heard the door open.

“What are you doing?” she shot back.

“I asked you first.”

“None of your beeswax!” She crossed her arms over her chest and shifted around on her knees to make sure he couldn’t see the glass.

“Well, when you’re finished with ‘none of my beeswax,’ Mom needs to wash that glass.” He jabbed a finger in the direction of her right hip, before making an about-face to go back downstairs.

Vivian huffed and considered picking up the glass and throwing it at her brother, but knew she’d get the wooden spoon for that. Their mother knew exactly how many glasses, and plates, and bowls were supposed to be in the kitchen at any given time. She didn’t like it when they went missing, but she really hated it when they broke. “These things all cost money!” Vivian wondered how much it would cost to buy herself her own glass. I’ll have my own telephone before Vera does.

She listened and waited until she heard Henry’s shoes hit the tiled floor of the kitchen below before she put the glass back up to the wall. The girls had finished the conversation about Sylvia Emerich and now Vera was talking about the ring. But Vivian wanted to know the other reason Sylvia Emerich had to leave school.

“It’s Irish,” Vera explained to the cousins, who weren’t. “They call it a claddagh ring. It’s gold and—”

“Our mama has a gold ring, too,” Opal interrupted.

“Yes,” Vera said patiently, in the way she always did when she spoke to Opal, who wasn’t the brightest of the Cutter sisters. “But it’s probably her wedding ring, isn’t it? This is different. It’s gold—”

“She has other gold rings, too, you know,” Ruby said, quick to defend her sister and the contents of their mother’s jewelry box. Vivian could almost hear her crossing her arms over her chest.

“Fine, but I’m telling you about this ring. We can talk about yours after.”

Vivian recognized Vera’s irritated tone. It was two steps from her shouting tone.

“Anyway, there’s a heart in the center, with a crown on top of it, and then two hands that look like they’re holding the heart.”

There was a pause, to let the cousins picture the claddagh ring in their heads, or maybe Vera was miming with her own hands what the ring looked like, then she continued.

“If you’re still a spinster, you wear it right-side up, and then if you’re married you wear it upside down.”

No, Vivian thought. That was what was annoying about a know-it-all. They sometimes got things wrong, but didn’t know it. They never really knew it all.

“And my Aunt Catharine has one that’s been in our family for about a hundred years, and she’s going to give it to the first one of us girls who gets married.”

“Ah,” both Opal and Ruby said together.

“Since I’m oldest, it’s going to be me.”

“Positutely,” Ruby agreed.

Vivian thought that if Vera was going to get Aunt Catharine’s claddagh ring, she should at least know how to wear it properly. You wore it with the point of the heart facing up if you were still a spinster, but you wanted the point facing down, pointing at your wrist, if you were married. Vera was always so busy talking and telling everyone what they didn’t know, she never listened to anything. Vivian listened.

She took the glass from the wall and collapsed back onto the bed, the springs creaking again.

“Vivian!” Vera shouted through the wall. “Is that you? What are you doing in there?”

None of your beeswax.

“I’m resting!” Vivian shouted back.

She thought about what her wedding would be like, and pictured herself in a beautiful white dress with a lace veil that went all the way to the floor. Her husband was going to be so rich, he’d buy her all the gold claddagh rings she wanted. Maybe she’d get one for each finger, although you were really only supposed to wear them on your fourth finger, but Vera didn’t know the rules. She’d just see all those rings. How would Vera like that?

Uncle Frank, Aunt Emma, and the cousins never stayed past nine o’clock on Fish Fry nights, and at around quarter till, Aunt Emma called up the stairs.

“Girls! Time to go!”

The door to Vera’s room opened and Vera, Ruby, and Opal emerged, still chatting away, and walked in single file past Vivian and Violet’s room down the narrow hallway, making their way downstairs. Vivian climbed down from her bed holding the glass behind her back and followed them quietly.

At the front door everyone hugged and kissed their goodbyes, the grown-ups making plans for the next Fish Fry. Vivian’s mother pushed the screen door open and hustled the Cutters out, waving her arms after them so the mosquitoes and moths wouldn’t get in. The McGintys stood just inside the screen door and waved to the Cutters until the headlights of the Sheridan disappeared down the road. They all then retreated to the kitchen to sit around the table, and Pawpy would have just one more wee glass of whiskey while Mom scraped the dried crud from the dishes and complained, “I told you it would all dry up like this.”

“What did you and the girls talk about up there, Vera?” Pawpy asked with a wink as he swirled the amber liquid around his glass.

“Oh, never you mind,” Vera answered, tucking her bobbed hair behind her ear and looking at her fingernails in a way Vivian thought made her look like the secretary from the office at school. “That’s girl stuff, Pawpy. You don’t need to know about that.”

Vivian hated to be left out of conversations, so she added, “Yeah, Pawpy, you don’t need to know anything about Mabel Fiske or what that Sylvia Emerich is up to,” and then crossed her arms over her chest and sat back in her chair with a satisfied smile.

“Vivian!”

Vera’s shout brought all eyes to her, then to Vivian, who frowned and pulled her arms tighter against her chest. She liked attention, but not the bad attention.

“Mom!” Vera shouted again. “Vivian was eavesdropping on us!” and she lunged across the table and grabbed the collar of Vivian’s best weekday dress with her office-secretary fingernails.

“Vera Eileen!” Pawpy’s rebuke with middle name included was sharp, and he slammed his empty glass on the table, causing Vera to release her grip on the collar. “You do not attack your sister.”

Vivian was still frozen in place, her eyes like saucers. She very badly wanted to straighten her dress.

“But—” Vera protested.

“You let me talk to her.” Pawpy scooted his chair back, picked up his glass, and motioned with it for Vivian to follow him into the living room.

Vivian smoothed the wrinkled collar of her dress as she walked behind Pawpy, straightening the sailor tie and pulling down on the skirt that’d hiked up in the back. Pawpy seated her on the end of the sofa, in the farthest spot from the kitchen, before going to the liquor cabinet to refill his glass. He then returned to the sofa and crouched on the floor in front of her, taking a sip of whiskey.

“Vivy, love.” He looked into the blue eyes that matched his own. “You shouldn’t be listening in on your sister and your cousins, you hear me?”

Vivian’s lip quivered as she nodded at the index finger pointing at her.

“You just need to make sure to keep those secrets to yourself. And next time you won’t get caught.”

He finished his lecture with a scrunch of his red nose, reached out and gave hers a quick tug with his fingers, and then lost his balance, tipping over sideways onto the braided rug and spilling the rest of his drink.

Her mother heard the glass drop and came stomping into the living room, hands on her hips.

“Christ, Patrick,” she hiss-whispered at him. “Vivy, you go on upstairs now. Shame on you.”

Vivian wasn’t sure if the “shame on you” was for her or Pawpy, but she did what she was told and slid down from the sofa, pulling again at her skirt as she stepped over the spilled glass and across the braided rug. She then climbed the stairs to her room.

Later, Pawpy came to tuck her and Violet in. He steadied himself on the iron bed frame and leaned over and gave her a whiskey-smelling kiss on the forehead.

“You remember what I told you, love,” he said in a low voice, tapping her on the end of her nose with his forefinger. “Just don’t get caught.”

With that tipsy endorsement Vivian’s eavesdropping career had officially begun. She smiled and pulled the covers up under her chin, wriggling her toes under the blankets and hoping her dreams would be filled with secret conversations about high school girls getting married and scads of Irish claddagh rings. Instead, she dreamed that a fried fish with great big waggly eyebrows was chasing her around a huge water glass, and she’d forgotten how to swim.

OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/author.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
The
OPERATOR

GRETCHEN BERG





OEBPS/Images/PBcover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/book.jpg
GRETCHEN BERG





OEBPS/Images/9781472264114_FC.jpg
You can't unhear asecret. ;.

.~ GRETCHEN BERG





