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For Ben.

With you I’m all wrapped up in love.

 

And for Mom.

I wish you were here to see this. I miss you.
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Part I
 

Oh heart, if one should say to you that the soul perishes like the body, answer that the flower withers, but the seed remains.

– Kahlil Gibran

 

One
 

The phone by my bed is ringing. I’m ignoring it, fussing with my iPod knock-off, cranking the volume on my favorite song, tapping out a rhythm on my open history book. Chairman Mao never knew such musicality.

Mom’s voice drifts through my closed door. “You going to get that?”

I ignore her and mouth the words, sing along in my silent way, thrum the glossy pages harder. The song dips and I hear Mom answer. “Hello?”

After a stretched moment with nothing more said, she drops the phone in its cradle and squeaks off down the hall.

The upstairs in our rented house has ancient wood floors, so it’s easy to know where someone’s tromping. Right now, Mom’s in her bedroom and she’s cranking her own music. I imagine her there with a pile of laundry—snapping, folding, snapping, smoothing.

The phone rings again. Through my music it sounds like bees in a hive, buzzing their happy song. I lift one hand to pick it up and pop my earbuds out with the other.

“Do
not
answer that!” Mom hollers, as if she's seen me through the solid door. Super Mom with her crazy X-ray vision.

The phone rings ten more times before I lean over and switch it off. The one in Mom’s bedroom picks up where mine stopped. Twenty more rings until he hangs up. That’s how it is when you don’t have voicemail or an answering machine.

All this separation. The phone that lets us be in different houses. My earbuds that keep out the ringing, the yelling. My bedroom door that filters Mom’s voice. We check out, disconnect. It’s how we deal.

Back to history. I loop my song in my ears and flip forward to where we are now. I’m halfway through Tiananmen Square, reading about that brave guy who stood up to the tanks because he didn’t like what his government was up to when someone starts pounding at the front door. Not knocking politely like the neighbors do when they’re returning something. All-out pounding like there’s a tsunami outside and someone wants in. A tsunami in the desert
would
make for a decent conversation.

Mom’s footsteps are loud in the hallway outside my room. “I’ll get it!” she shouts and stomp-squeaks down the stairs. I hear her hit the hollow spot on the switchback and then it’s silence again until she unlatches the front door.

My song’s at its pinnacle for maybe the tenth time today when the yelling starts—muffled with my earbuds in. I shove them deeper and ignore the clenching in my stomach.

“Lily!”

Cringe.

“Lily, come down here right now. It’s time you know the truth about your mother!”

He’s yelling up the stairs like I’m on the roof. Like I’m on the moon.

“Leave her alone!” Mom hollers.

“Did you know she’s hiding money? Did you know she’s sleeping with every guy she meets? Did you know you’re poor for no reason? For nothing? Lily?” His voice, my father’s voice, is going up and up, not just volume-wise, but pitch-wise too. This one thing alone tells me that pretty soon he’ll be out of control. Pretty soon he’ll be crying on the sofa, begging us to not be separated, saying our being gone is hurting him, trying to get back the control he doesn’t have any more.

My fake iPod cracks loud in my ears and I yank the earbuds out, then tuck them down in the open binding between a picture of Tiananmen Square and a page crammed with margin-to-margin text. I’ve looped my song too many times, made the cheap knock-off angry.

I take a deep breath, plaster a calming smile on my face, get ready to pretend and pacify. This is my mantra.
Pretend and Pacify.
I take one last look at my history book and long for that awful story about the massacre of protesters in China instead of my drunk father downstairs.

I’m at the top of the stairs, listening for Dad’s yelling, but it’s silence down there. It’s taken me less than a minute to get ready, to get here.

“Dad?” My voice, shaky.

The silence presses in, makes me feel like I’ve gone deaf, like there are a thousand happenings in the air around me, but I’m stuck in this vacuum.

I make my bare feet step down to the first riser. I make them do it again and again until I reach the landing—the hollow-sounding switchback—where I’ll have to turn a hundred and eighty degrees to get to the next set of steps. My hand is on the banister, just barely brushing the silky wood.

“Dad?” I say again. I crouch down and look through the railing into the living room. A hunkered form, something I’ve taken for a piece of furniture, stands up. I see him now. The light is bright above his waist. Below, nothing but shadows.

“Is everything okay?” I whisper.

“There’s nothing left. I’m sorry,” my father mutters to himself. Hank Berkenshire: alcoholic, used-to-be artist, harasses us on the phone now that we’re on our own.

His words don’t make sense. I keep going. One riser at a time. My mind is foggy, isn’t getting what so much quiet means. I’m stuck in this one motion—going down the stairs—and everything else gets pushed out. It’s my whole life, going down these stairs.

Finally, I reach the bottom and dip my toe into the living room like I’m testing river water. I’m behind a long couch Mom bought secondhand last year. It faces the fireplace, where there’s what you might call a shrine. Mom loves photography and she loves me, and when Dad gave her a fancy camera, she combined the two and now there’re at least a bazillion photographs of yours truly, and not just on the mantel either. They’re hung around the room, around the house, each frame different because she’s all about the sale bins and blue-light specials. She makes it work, though. Our house is cozy, warm. It might smell like dog food because of the factory next door, but rented or not, it’s ours.

Now Dad’s standing in front of the fireplace. “Lily, everything’s gone. You, Rachel, Dad. The company. All gone.” I don’t understand his words, wonder if maybe he’s come to tell us he’s sorry, to say we can go back to the way things were before Grandpa Henry. Before Dad decided he liked drinking more than he liked us. Before life got so bad we had to leave.

I glimpse facedown frames all over the mantel, all over the hearth. I wonder how I didn’t hear them crash.

I wonder how I didn’t hear anything that matters.

Shattered glass crunches when he sways. He’s breathing fast, hard and his face is reddening past the usual alcoholic blush. The capillaries on his nose are bright, pulsing. I follow the line of them down to the tip, down to his moving, now silent mouth, down to his flannel shirt that hides his booze belly, down to his jeans with dark stains I don’t think about, down to his paint-splattered work boots, down to the hearth, down to the coffee table, down to my mom.

She’s facing away from me, a curled up potato bug that’s gone dry and pulled in all its legs. I know she’s dead. I know because of what’s spreading around her head. Like a million little kids stomped on a million little ketchup packets.

Dad’s now waving a gun around the living room, pointing it at random photos Mom had taken and framed, at the paintings he let us bring to the dog food house when we left, at the tiny metal sculptures he made for me when I was a kid.

“She hated us, Lily,” he says. “She thought we were failures.”

Pictures on the walls tell a different story.

I’m five. Gap-toothed and grinning at Mom holding the shabby camera she used before Dad gave her the fancy one. Brown polyester pants. White blouse, bell-shaped sleeves. Daisy buttons. Strawberry-blond hair.

“She didn’t care about either of us. She was so selfish.”

I’m fourteen. First day in the dog food house. Khaki shorts. Blue T-shirt, sleeveless. Sitting cross-legged on the rug Mom made me. Boxes all around. Sticking out my tongue. Long red hair now, almost to my waist. Happy.

“She knew I needed her. Knew I couldn’t handle him without her. One year into two. Two years into nothing.”

I’m eight. All three of us. Pioneer Village at Lagoon. Old West clothing. Sitting on fake barstools. Dad’s soft smile. Watching Mom watching me. His hand holding a tin gun. Mom’s arm loose around my shoulders. Her smile bright.

He points at the couch with his gun. “She hid money.” Points at it like right there between the threadbare cushions is a pot of gold Mom’s been hoarding. “You’re poor for nothing.”

He giggles—a dark sound in this house of silence. “Grandpa Henry died, Lil. About time, huh? Guess what else?” He waits for me to answer. I don’t. “He lied. He died and he lied and he left us nothing.” He picks up a sliver of glass, stumbles to the other side of the hearth, to a canvas set up on a miniature easel. “What?” he says, looking at the threadbare couch from under droopy eyelids. “What did you say?” He nods, turns back to the canvas, slices my painted cheek wide. “We don’t paint.” Grandpa Henry’s voice comes out of Dad’s throat. “We don’t paint. We are men. We work hard and we don’t paint.” He slices the other cheek and jabs the glass shard at the empty couch. “Happy now?” He listens, shakes his head, face pinched with pain and rage.
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