Amber to the Moon (Stories my parents told me)

“What if they just accidentally fall asleep?” 

It’s 1977 and my dad sits behind the wheel of our copper colored Vega, the one he and my mother drove from St. Louis to the northwest when I was two.  

It is my parents’ second Vega. The first one my parents drove on their honeymoon, and along the way the engine fell out. The symbolism is lost on none of us, nor their optimism in buying another one. The diamond has also fallen out of my mother’s wedding ring, lost somewhere unfathomable. So she doesn’t wear a ring. My parents are too poor to buy another.

I’m seven, and trying to get my dad to explain to me why sleeping together could be wrong when it’s the dullest part of any day.  For God’s sake it’s sleep; when it comes you can’t help yourself. Eternal fire for falling asleep together? 

“It’s still wrong,” he explains in a firm voice absent traceable emotion.  

He wears black square rim glasses around his blue eyes, and has same straight, squared posture of other former marines. 

I squint to think of my younger brothers falling asleep in the car on the way back from our grandparents house each Christmas eve, their white blond heads leaning close against my two shoulders. I don’t get it but can’t think of the right question to ask.

“But why is it wrong?”

“Because the Bible says it is.”

I look up at my dad’s profile against the car window and decide to keep my nihilistic thoughts to myself.

The book my mother relies on for raising me was written by conservative political powerhouse, James Dobson. It’s called “The Strong Willed Child.” I haven’t read it, but I guess it has something to do with wielding power over a child’s budding spirit.

My mother, for example, doesn’t believe that children should have the right to make up their own minds when it comes to who to befriend. Being in the same age category cinches it for her.

“She’s your age.”  

Give or take a year or two.

She shakes her head. My mother has the dark hair, round face and creamy complexion of Leslie Caron, if Leslie Caron had had a harder life and spent her childhood doing the laundry and cooking for her two sisters after her alcoholic mother took to her bed.

I bristle with resentment over each of my mother’s infringements on my personal liberty. 

But there is one girl in my age group who I voice particular resistance when my mother insists I befriend.

Amber lives a half block away but we can reach each other’s houses by cutting across a leafy gully behind our houses. I have to wade in the thick weeds past an overturned bathtub covered in ivy and various car parts abandoned over the years by neighbors. Amber’s house is mint green with chipped paint and a dirty unpainted picket fence in the back yard. She’s six, a year younger than I am.  And one afternoon, she shows me the places in the gully where she buries her panties after she accidentally wets them at school. There are many, many places. The alley between our two houses is a panty garden.

This is Seattle circa the 1970’s.  

No one has yet invented helicopter parenting. Amber and I sometimes run around with older kids in Lipton Springs Park across the street.  We live only a few blocks from Aurora, the same infamous highway where the Green River Killer, Gary Ridgeway, picks up 13 and 14 year olds.

We’re fearless.  

One day I’m playing tag at the top of a five story play structure, the kind long since abolished by concerned parent associations. But I fall of the top floor, or I would have fallen except one of my friends grabs me by one foot as I dangle mid air over a twenty-five foot drop. Several hands pull me up somehow safely. I don’t tell my parents.  I also don’t tell them about the sleeping bags of transient people Amber and I find hidden under blackberry bushes while we’re searching for dragonflies and wildflowers.  Two babies are abandoned in this part while we live in that house, which leads me to mischievously tell my younger brother, “Mom and dad found you in the park when you were a baby.” He’s shocked and outraged.

Yet even in this now lost children’s world of intrigue, Amber’s life appears a little darker and more frightening than mine. Her house is full of strong smells of diapers, Chinese food, scented candles, dogs, dust, sharply sweet perfume. In her bathroom we discover playboy magazines along side the pink terrycloth towels and smuggle the magazines out under our shirts to show our Catholic friend Annie who lives two blocks away.  We sit on Annie’s blue and green quilted bedspread, pouring over the photos with the open wonder and curiosity of young scientists.

Still, to bring the magazines back we have to smuggle them back past Amber’s stepfather who sits in a barcolounger, occasionally rubbing scruffy red beard. Fortunately, his eyes rarely stray from the t.v. set as we boldly walk past.

One day Amber comes over and I refuse to see her. My mom sits on the bed beside me and forces me to give her a reason.

“She’s too…dirty.” 

I betray Amber by telling my mother the secret of the panties, but not about the playboy magazines. There are limits to my candor with her.

My mother kneads the blanket with her ringless fingers. Her eyes fill with tears.  “I was dirty too when I was a little girl,” she says quietly.  “My parents didn’t take very good care of me and I had a runny nose all the time, and the other kids didn’t want to play with me either because I smelled bad.”

I know my mother’s stories already so well they are nearly my own. I know her mother put out a cigarette on her arm when she was a small girl. My eyes fill with tears too as I see my mother as a little girl with blue green eyes and ratty blond hair like Amber.  

Amber and I play together again, and one day not too long after that she tells me she’s planning to run away from home and to live in the bathroom of Lipton Springs Park.  The park bathrooms have concrete floors and all metal toilets, and I betray Amber’s trust again by going home to tell my mother.

“You did the right thing in telling me,” my mom assures me. She has contacted Amber’s mom and Amber doesn’t run away. 

Instead, before the end of the summer her whole family moves and someone else, someone without children, a man with angora rabbits, comes to live in her house, and I don’t ever see her again.

It takes a long time for me to realize the contradiction in my mother’s lesson in empathy and the way she, not long after this, drags me across a room by my hair in front of my friends because she’s angry. On a not irregular basis, she slaps me across the face and screams at my brothers, my father and I so loudly that the neighbors can hear her.  It also takes me a long time to remember that Amber isn’t the only “dirty” one. That my house too is messy, chaotic, has funny smells and I still sometimes accidentally wet the bed at night all the way until I am eight.

“People have been known to lift up cars to free children.” It’s 1981 and we’re driving in my parents’ red chevy station wagon. None of their cars has a very long life. Two or three years at the most.

My mom is telling me about the superhuman strength that people can develop if they’re careful not to waste their tears. 

“Tears make them stronger?”

“Uncried tears.”

In her stories mostly mothers find the strength to lift cars that are crushing their children.

I had also just spent ten weeks in a row working for a cruise ship for fourteen or more physically wearing hours each day with only two days off and at last we had a vacation, and my boyfriend had taken me out drinking. We had spent the morning and afternoon fishing and for dinner we went to a restaurant near the embarcadero in La Paz, Mexico. It’s the kind of restaurant that gives you an outdoor view of the sky darkening at sunset over the Gulf of California while they serve you the fish that you have pulled out of the sea with your own hands that morning. I scoop the fluffy sea bass covered in garlic butter with my fork. My boyfriend orders the kind of tequila that’s supposed to make us crazy with lust, but instead after two margaritas, instead I find myself with tears running down my cheeks, and unable to stop. 

“My father doesn’t really love me,” I say with a hiccup.  

At one point he has to speak to a job contact and I excuse myself from the table and go to the ladies room where he later finds me, still weeping, and we catch a cab and I cry all the way back to the hotel and in the room. We have perfunctory sex and my eyes water through every moment. At last when he goes out for some air I dig into my suitcase and find three Tylenol pm that I swallow with water cupped in my hands from the bathroom faucet. I lay back down on the bed and take the wet pillow in my arms and press it hard against my crying eyes, like a compress.

“So much for the strength to lift cars,” is my last conscious thought.

It’s 1979 and my dad’s driving our metallic green Monte Carlo. “Why does the moon follow us wherever we go?”

I’m in the back seat, and I’ve been watching from the back window and I can’t figure out how every time the car turns the moon still knows where to find us.

“I’ll draw you a sketch when we get home,” he promises.

Sitting down at the dining room table he draws me a picture of our car moving along the street and the different angles of our car as it connects to the moon. “It doesn’t really follow our car, but it looks like it does.”

I appreciate this way he alone in the world of adults usually speaks to me not as a child, but as an equal. 

“I see.” I tilt the piece of paper upward, hold it up against the bright light above the table and will my brain to understand.  I imagine the light fixture as the moon and the piece of paper as our car, and I move it around a little along an imaginary highway in the air, but still can’t grasp the nuance. Finally I place the drawing back on the table.

I glance up into my father’s expectant eyes, through the thick panes of his glasses that separate us. I don’t want to hurt his feelings or disappoint him by saying I don’t understand what angles are or how his drawing works. So I nod, smiling a little sadly but knowingly, as La Gioconda might have if she had given up on understanding her father at age seven..

