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Somehow I knew my time had come when Bambi Barnes tore
her order book into little pieces, hurled it in the air like con-
fetti, and got fired from the Rainbow Diner in Pensacola right
in the middle of lunchtime rush. She’d been sobbing by the
decaf urn, having accidentally spilled a bowl of navy bean
soup in the lap of a man who was, as we say in the restaurant
game, one taco short of a combo platter. Gib, the day manager,
was screaming at her to stop crying, which made her cry all the
more, which led to the firing and her stomping out the door
wailing how life wasn’t fair, right in front of the hungry cus-
tomers. That’s when Gib turned to me.

“You want her job?”

I was a bus girl at the time, which meant I cleaned off dirty
tables and brought people water and silverware. I'd been sali-
vating for years to be a waitress.

I stood up tall. “Yes, I sure do.”

“You going to cry on me, fall apart if something goes
wrong?”

And I saw right then if you’re going to cut the mustard in
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food service, you'd better know how to handle turmoil. I
straightened my shoulders, did my best to look like flint.

“I'm the toughest female you've ever seen,” I assured him.

“You're hired then. Take the counter.”

It was my fourteenth birthday, and I took to waitressing
like a hungry trucker tackles a T-bone. That job was the
biggest birthday present I'd ever gotten, next to getting my
name changed legally when I was twelve.

I've had three waitressing jobs over the last two and a half
years—slung hash from Pensacola to Brooklyn—made money
that most teenagers only dream about. Brooklyn was the best
place yet.

And now I've got to leave.

“You ready?” My aunt Addie asked me the question.

We were standing by the boarded-up windows of what had
once been the greatest diner in Brooklyn. The Blue Box was
shut up like a tomb. You couldn’t see the green vinyl booths by
the window or the big oval counter that sat in the middle of
the place like the center ring in a circus. There weren’t any
whiffs of stuffed pork tenderloin with apricots or country
meatloaf with garlic mashed potatoes or Addie’s famous cin-
namon ice cream drii)ping down that deep-dish apple pie of
hers with crust so buttery it would bring cabdrivers to their
knees in pure reverence. Anyone from Brooklyn knows cab-
drivers don’t bow the knee for much.

The sign wasn’t lit up like it had been for those sweet eigh-
teen months that Addie had been chief cook and part owner
with Gleason Beal, Slime Scourge of the Earth.



I stood there remembering how Gleason had stolen the
money from the cash register one night; how he’d cleared out
the business bank account and headed off for parts unknown
with Charlene the night waitress and our money. We'd limped
by for a few months on what we made daily, but when the fur-
nace died ($10,000) and the roof started leaking ($4,000) and
the monthly bills came due, we were toast. Addie had to close
the place down before the bill collectors did.

Bill collectors are like cheap tippers—they always leave
bad feelings behind.

I touched the boarded-up window. I'd invented a sandwich
here when I was fifteen—the Keep Hoping. It had layers of
smoked turkey, sun-dried tomatoes, fresh mozzarella, and
chopped salad greens with red wine vinaigrette on a sour-
dough roll. People ordered it like mad, too, because hope is
something that everyone needs. It was a sandwich for our time.

I took out my blue pen and wrote Hope Was HERE in tiny
letters on one of the boards. Hope is my name. Whenever I
leave a place I write this real small someplace significant just
to make the statement that I'd been there and made an impact.
I've never defaced anything—never carved it into a tree or
painted it on a sidewalk or a street sign. I wrote HoPE WaAs
HERE in half-inch-tall letters above the rotating dessert case at
the Ballyhoo Grill back in South Carolina before we moved to
New York. It’s one of the ways I say good-bye to a place. I've
had tons of practice doing that.

“I'm ready,” I said.

Addie squared her shoulders. “Let’s do it.”



We walked across the street to the old Buick that was
packed to the hilt with everything we owned and had a U-
Haul trailer chained to the back.

It was May 26. We were heading to Mulhoney, Wisconsin,
to start work in a diner there that needed a professional man-
ager and cook (Addie), was short on waitresses (me), and was
giving us an apartment. The man we were going to work for
had been diagnosed with leukemia and needed help fast. I
don’t mean to sound ungenerous, but working for a close-to-
dying man didn’t sound like a great career move to me. I had
to leave school right before the end of my undistinguished
sophomore year, too.

I hate leaving places I love.

We were about to get into the car just as Morty the cab-
driver double-parked his Yellow taxi.

Good old Morty. The first time I waited on him, he un-
loosened his belt a notch before he even looked at the menu.

I knew I had a true believer.

I raised my hand to a great tipper.

“You always took care of me, kid!” He shouted this from
across the street as a UPS truck started honking at him to
move his cab.

“I tried, Morty!”

“Wherever you go, you'll do okay. You got heart!”

The UPS driver screamed something heartless at Morty,
who screamed back, “Watch your mouth, big man in a brown truck!”

I didn’t know what kind of customers I'd get in Wisconsin.
Miriam Lahey, one of my two best friends, had given me a
NEW YORrRK FOREVER T-shirt as a good-bye present and said
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solemnly, “There’s a lot of cheese where you’re going, Hope.
I’m not sure how this affects people long-term. Wear this shirt
and remember who you are.”

Miriam straightened her faux-leopard vest, flipped back the
five earrings dangling from her right lobe, and hugged me hard.

We got in the car. Addie started it up. “On to greener pas-
tures,” she said and drove the Buick forward. It groaned with
the weight of the U-Haul as we headed down Atlantic Av-
enue, the best place I've ever known in my whole life.

She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze.

Addie never promised that life would be easy, but she did
promise that if I hung with her the food would be good.

Believe me when I tell you, I know about survival.

I was born too early and much too small (two pounds and
five ounces). For the first month of my life I kept gasping for
air, like I couldn’t get the hang of breathing. I couldn’t eat ei-
ther; couldn’t suck a bottle. The doctors didn’t think I would
make it. Shows what they know. My mother didn’t want the
responsibility of a baby so she left me with Addie, her older
sister, and went off to live her own life. I've seen her exactly
three times since I was born—when she visited on my fifth,
eighth, and thirteenth birthdays.

Each time she talked about being a waitress. What made a
good one (“great hands and personality”). What were the pit-
falls (“crazed cooks and being on your feet all day”); what was
the biggest tip she ever got ($300 from a plumber who had just
won the instant lottery).

Each time she told me, “Hon, leaving you with Addie was
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the best thing I could have done for you. You need constants in
your life.” She had a different hair color each time she said it.

Addie’s been my number-one constant. She stood by me in
the hospital at my little oxygen tent telling me to come on
and get strong. The doctors told her to give up, but giving up
isn’t Addie’s way. She’d wanted a baby all her life, and after
three miscarriages and her no-good husband, Malcolm, de-
serting her for that thin-lipped dental hygienist, I was her last
chance at motherhood. So I guess I pulled through because
somehow I knew Addie needed me.

Because of this, I don’t buy into traditional roles. My fa-
vorite book when I was little had pictures of baby animals,
like foxes and lambs and ducklings, who were being raised by
other animals, like dogs, geese, and wolves.

Addie said it was our story.

But my mom, Deena, left me with two things. One I kept—
her gift of waitressing; the other I threw away—the name she
gave me at birth, which, I swear, was Tulip.

How a person can look at a two-pound baby all wired up in
a hospital box and think Tulip is beyond me. On my eighth
birthday I asked Mom why she named me that. I remember her
laughing and saying she’d seen a movie set in Holland and the
actress was running through a bed of tulips as happy as could be.

“I wanted to think of you that way,” she cooed in her
breathy voice. “Happy and free. Running through tulips.”

My good friend Lourdes, who has her own name challenge,
said it could have been worse; that movie actress could have
been running through a field of poison ivy or snapdragons. It
took me twelve years to break free of the curse—kids teasing
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me, shuddering when the teacher called on me in class. By the
time I was fourteen I'd been to six different schools and lived
in five states, because although Addie was a great cook, the
restaurants she worked for kept going belly-up. I know first-
hand about change and adaptability. But Tulip is not a name
you adapt to, so on my twelfth birthday Addie let me change
it legally. She made me think hard about what I wanted to be
called, got a book of names with their definitions that we
pored through. And when we came to Hope, I knew I'd found
it. I think hope is just about the best thing a person can have.

Addie said I had to think doubly hard about a name like
Hope because it’s a lot to live up to. People expect things from
Hopes that they don’t expect from Pattys and Lisas and
Danielles. People expect Hopes to be cheerful and positive. So
I wrote out the name on a three-by-five card and carried it
around with me for a month—HoPE YANCEY. At the end of the
month Addie asked, “You think you'’re up to carrying that
name?”

I'said I was.

“Okay, Hope Yancey, let’s make it official.”

I got all dressed up, and Addie and I took the bus to the
courthouse in downtown St. Louis, where we were living at the
time. The clerk who processed my papers at the courthouse
said if anyone deserved the name Hope, it was me. I made her
hopeful just standing there.

I wasn’t feeling too hopeful at the moment.

Addie was flying on the interstate to Wisconsin, the land of
lactose.

I stared out the window as the Buick roared west to whatever.
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We'd been driving for hours. Addie was talking in stressed-
out blurts.

“Got to find a sausage wholesaler who knows the power of
bratwurst.

“Got to move in fast with the butterscotch cream pie, then
introduce the flank steak.”

I looked in the backseat of the Buick, piled with the card-
board cartons of my life. When you move a lot, you have a few
things you bring with you that have stood the test of time:
I've got my Webster’s dictionary, because words are impor-
tant. I've got my Roget’s thesaurus, because sometimes finding
the right word requires assistance. I've got my Replogle globe,
because you've got to keep a world view, you can’t just live like
you're the only person on the planet who matters. I've got my
eleven scrapbooks of most of the places I've lived, complete
with photographs and all my significant comments about peo-
ple, places, and food. Addie says it’s easy to go to a new place
and feel like you don’t have a history, so you have to lug your
history around with you or it’s too easy to forget.
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I'll tell you why I keep my scrapbooks. It’s in case my real
father shows up. I never met him, don’t even know his name.
My mother says she doesn’t know who he is either. You'd think
she’d try to zero in on an important thing like that. But to tell
the truth, 'm not sure she’s being honest. I've got this feeling
that my dad’s out there searching for me. When he bursts
through the door and tells me he’s spent a fortune on detec-
tives who've been looking all over the world for me, 'm not
going to sit there like a dumb cluck when he asks me what
I've been doing. 'm going to yank out my eleven scrapbooks
filled with my experiences and innermost thoughts on life
lived in three time zones in America.

I was a Girl Scout for three months when we lived in At-
lanta. I couldn’t get those square knots down for anything, but
I got the big concept.

Be prepared.

Addie always told me, “It’'s more important to get the big
concept than be an expert in the small stuff.”

Here’s the big concept I was thinking about today. I don’t
expect life to be easy. It hasn’t been yet and I'm not holding
out for smooth sailing in the future. Not everyone likes this
philosophy, but it makes sense to me because when life hits
the skids, I don’t have to regroup as much as the people who
walk around in a cloud like the world owes them a joyful ex-
istence.

Harrison Beckworth-McCoy, my best male friend at
school, always said that was the thing he liked most about me.
He had given me a good-bye present, and I was opening it
now as Addie pushed the Buick through Ohio. Inside the box
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was a small glass prism that caught the sun. A hand-printed
note from Harrison read, “New places always help us look at
life differently. I will miss you, but won’t lose you.”

Harrison was always saying sensitive things like that, which
put him instantly on Jocelyn Lindstrom’s male sensitivity
chart. He was the only male either of us knew who had made
the chart consistently over twelve months. Donald Raspigi,
who occasionally said sensitive things like “Nice sweater,” had
been on twice.

Enter memories, sweet and sour.

Harrison and me baking enormous mocha chip cookies
for the high school bake sale and having them stolen on the
Lexington Avenue subway.

Harrison’s African fighting fish, Luther, who ate Chef
Boyardee Ravioli without chewing.

Harrison reading my mother’s photocopied annual Christ-
mas letter that she sent to family and friends—“Dear Friends...”
(She’d cross out “Friends” and write in “Addie and my little
Tulip.”) Harrison commenting that motherhood should be like
driving a car—you should have to pass a test before you get to
do it legally.

I held the prism up to the light. The sun hit it and showered
colors through the windshield.

“Now isn’t that something?” Addie said, smiling at the sight.

“Yeah.” I looked out the window, trying not to cry.

We stayed at a Budget Inn; South Bend, Indiana. Crashed
late; woke up early. Here I was—my body heading to one
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place, my heart stuck in another. My mind’s got questions and
no answers.

What kinds of kids live in Mulhoney, Wisconsin?

Would they like me?

Would I like them?

Have they ever eaten sushi? That’s usually how I deter-
mine food sophistication.

Maybe a personal ad would get the ball rolling.

Insightful, bardworking 16-year-old girl, emotionally
generous and witty, seeks friend/ pal/ chum to while away
meaningful hours. Picky eaters need not reply.

We pushed through to Illinois, Sears Tower shouldering
us; Céught I-94 up to Wisconsin. Green rolling hills. Cheese
billboards. Grazing cows. Basic bovine boredom. WiscoNsIN—
AMERICA’S DAIRYLAND, proclaimed a sign.

I looked at Addie, her face committed to make it in
Cowville. We're city people! 1 wanted to shout. I didn’t shout it,
though. I felt a hint of the old, bad anger rising up like it used
to when I was younger and we had to move. When I was ten I
ran away to my friend Lyla’s house as Addie was packing the
car. .

‘I'm not going to Atlanta!” 1 screamed at Addie’s back. “You
can’t make me!”

I hit the passenger door of the Buick. That dent is still there
today (I was holding a rock at the time). Lyla hid me in her
attic with root beer and Fritos, but after a while I got scared
thinking that Addie might leave me flat like my mom did.

I ran the two blocks back home.
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Addie saw me tearing around the corner; she put the last of
the boxes in the U-Haul. “I wouldn’t have gone without you.”

I wanted to believe that more than anything.

Addie sat down on the curb. I sat next to her. “I'm not sure
if you'll understand this,” she said. “But I need you as much as
you need me. You want to write that down? Keep it in your
pocket so you don’t forget?”

I looked at the packed-up Buick. “T'll remember.”

“There’ll be a test later.” Addie examined the dent in the
door. “We need to get you something else to hit.” Then she
hugged me with permanence.

West now into Mulhoney, on the outskirts of Milwaukee.

My brain flooded with memories of other new starts.

Eighth grade. Pensacola, Florida. Day one.

I stand on the basketball court and shout, “Look, does any-
one here want to be my friend?”

Two kids come forward. That’s the power of assertiveness
training.

Brooklyn. Soccer practice. St. Edmond’s High.

Miriam Lahey and me. She’s playing with a ladybug on her
shin guard. I've been on the bench so long, I forgot how to
play the game. I say, “Do you think athletics is teaching us
group dynamics and building our self-esteem?”

Miriam laughs, lifts the ladybug on her finger, transfers it
to mine. We've been pals ever since.

I closed my eyes, missing Miriam—even her brief, weird
poetry.

Perchance, I would listen.
Have you said anything?
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I gave a deep-toned sigh and looked in the file folder that
Addie had put together on the new restaurant we were going
to work at. It had all her notes about what the place needed
and what she’d discussed with the owner. The menu was deep
blue. It had a sketch of a two-story frame house. There were
double staircases meeting at the front door from the right and
the left. The diner was called the Welcome Stairways.

In Brooklyn there were regular stairways.

Addie was maneuvering around a smelly truck. “Read the
back of the menu out loud, Hope.”

Didn’t feel like doing that. Turned the menu over, kept my
voice flat.

“From early times, the Quakers had welcome stairways built
in front of their homes in Massachusetts. These double stair-
ways descended to the street from the front door and were sym-
bols of Quaker faith and hospitality—constant reminders that
all guests were to be welcomed from whichever way they came.

“I can remember running up the welcome stairways at my
house as a boy. My mother always said that the stairways sym-
bolized how we must greet whatever changes and difficulties
life-may bring with firm faith in God.” I felt my voice deepen
as I said, “Welcome, friend, from whichever way you've come.
May God richly bless your journey.”

It read “G. T. Stoop, Proprietor” at the end. He was the
man with leukemia.

I sat there holding the menu.

The first sign.
WELCOME TO MULHONEY, WISCONSIN, POPULATION 5,492.
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The second sign, an arrow pointing left.

WELCOME STAIRWAYS. THIS WAY TO THE BEST DINER IN
AMERICA.

Addie sniffed. “Not yet it isn’t.”

The town was a hodgepodge of styles. We drove past a big
dairy that seemed blocks long, past Slick’s Barber Shop, where
I will never get my hair cut. Past the Mulhoney Motor Inn,
which had a banner hanging from the second-floor balcony.

REELECT OUR MAYOR—ELI MILLSTONE—THE ONLY MAN
FOR MULHONEY.

Left onto Fuller, past the Gospel of Grace Evangelical
Center. Two men were fiddling with the engine of an old red
van in the parking lot. A small group of African-Americans
were watching, wearing blue T-shirts, the letters GOG on the
back. A smiling black man in a cool bush hat climbed in the
van, revved the motor. The group started clapping, lifting their
hands. People got inside. The van headed down the street.

Old brick buildings—red and brown; small houses close
together. An Elks Lodge. Addie was catching potholes left and
right. At least something reminded me of Brooklyn. A dilapi-
dated building with a faded sign for the Mulhoney Community
Center. Around the corner, a relic from the Golden Age of
Cuteness—the Tick Tock Clock Shop. Noisy dairy trucks
rumbled by us.

No subways. No sushi.

I sank in the front seat.

“Give it time,” Addie directed.

“I'm giving it time.”
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“And I’'m Queen Victoria.”

You'vE ALMOST REACHED THE BEST DINER IN AMERICA.

Addie followed the arrow, muttering.

That’s when I saw the two-story white frame building with
the bright red double stairways descending from the glass
door—one from the left, one from the right. An American flag
waving from a flagpole. A walk of flowering trees circled to-
ward the back. Every window had a flower box packed with
blossoms. Above the front porch hung a big sign: WELCOME
STAIRWAYS.

Addie pointed to a balcony with big windows. “Our apart-
ment’s up there, I think.”

It was 5:00 p.m. Addie parked the Buick with the U-Haul in
the back of the Welcome Stairways. The lot was almost full—
a good sign.

“Itll be full up and then some when I start cooking,” Addie
announced.

In the car waiting. It’s what we always do before we start at
a new place—sneak up on it—read the faces of the people
coming out. It was the first time Addie hadn’t visited a place
she was going to work at. All she’d done was talk to the owner
on the phone. Addie studied the two men coming through the
back door, toothpicks in their mouths, not talking.

Not talking after a meal is serious. If people have really
gotten something nourishing, it opens their personalities to
the experience. The men got into a battered pickup silently
and pulled away.

“Not too impressive,” Addie said.

15



We watched as a woman and a teenage boy came out, talk-
ing a little, but not with animation.

“If they’'d been fed properly it would show in their rela-
tionship.” Addie opened the car door, marched toward the
diner and said what all missionaries must say when they start
in a new place.

“Lord in heaven, I've got my work cut out for me here.”
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We were sitting in a booth by the window, reading the list of
daily specials.

“Meat, potatoes, and too much cheese,” Addie muttered.

Three antique ceiling fans blew a gentle breeze through
the diner: Everything seemed shiny and freshly painted white.
There was a hooked rug of brilliant colors hanging on a wall,
the booths by the windows had big blue seat cushions you
just sank into. The counter sat twelve—good size, but man-
ageable; behind the counter was a long shelf stocked with
bottles of every kind of hot sauce known to man from Satan’s
Red-Hot Revenge to Texas Tabasco Terror. Black-and-white-
checkerboard linoleum.

Definitely an above average diner.

“The dessert case is unacceptable,” Addie snarled. “You
going to put a pearl necklace from Tiffany’s inside a plastic
box?”

It was pretty puny. If you didn’t know how Addie felt about
her desserts, it would be hard to follow this.
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“I've never been inside Tiffany’s.”

“I haven't either, but they know how to display their jewels,
let me tell you.”

A man with a sweet, broad face who didn’t speak much
English brought us water.

“Welcome, women,” he said with a formal bow and then
backed into a bus pan that was full of dirty dishes. A black wait-
ress steadied it just before it would have crashed to the ground.

“Thank you, Lord,” she said, laughing.

She was wearing a black skirt and a white blouse with the
name Flo embroidered over her heart. Above her name she
wore a little silver pin with the letters GOG inside a circle.
She had a beautiful face and short, full hair. I liked her smile.
She stood by our table—not there to rush us. I knew from
Addie’s notes that Flo was the floor manager.

“You nice folks decide?”

That made me grin. It takes Addie longer to warm up. It
makes her nuts to be in a restaurant where she’s not cooking.

Addie leaned forward in testing mode. “Now, when you say
here ‘pot roast with whipped potatoes,’ are those potatoes
whipped each day by hand or do you use the leftovers for a few
days in a row?” '

“We’ll use the leftover whips in a shepherd’s pie and in
potato croquettes, but not on a dinner plate with pot roast.
You know your way around a menu, don’t you?”

Addie’s blue eyes flickered in respect for Flo. “I'll have
the pot roast, but I'd like the gravy on the side, and I'll have the
mixed vegetables if they’re fresh, but if not, I'll have the salad.”

“What kind of dressing on the salad?” Flo asked, laughing.
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Addie grinned back at Flo’s command. “Russian.”

“Yes?” The man with the sweet, broad face came instantly
to our table.

Flo laughed gently and grabbed his hand. “Yuri here’s from
Russia. He thought you were calling him.”

Flo walked him back to the kitchen. “Russian’s not just a
person, honey. It’s a kind of salad dressing.” Flo got salads from
the case; poured dressing on them. “You're a Russian, and this
is called Russian, t0o.”

Yuri took a step backward, unsure.

She grinned. “It’s a crazy world.”

Yuri’s eyebrows furrowed. “Crazy, yes.”

Flo brought our salads, crisp and fresh, just as the door
opened and eight big men came inside wearing VOTE FoR ELI
MILLSTONE campaign buttons. One of the men handed a VoTe
FOR ELI MILLSTONE poster to Flo and instructed her to put it
in the window.

Flo said, “Langley, you know G.T. won’t go for that. You'd
better wait till he comes in tomorrow morning and you can
talk to him yourself. Yuri, set a table, please, for these gentle-
men.”

“Welcome, men.” Yuri pushed two tables together, brought
place settings, got water and menus. The men sat down with-
out thanking him.

“Coffee, men?”

“It true you from Russia?” one of the men asked Yuri.

“I leave Russia, yes.”

“Well, that’s kinda obvious,” said another man, and the oth-
ers laughed.
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Yuri stood there laughing, too; he didn’t know they were
making fun of him. That made the others laugh harder.

Addie touched Yuri’s arm. “Coffee, please,” she asked
sweetly. She didn’t drink coffee at night; [ knew she’d done it
to get him away from that table.

Vote for Eli Millstone.

Whoever he was, already I didn’t like him.

“Sweet Jesus.” Addie flopped down on the stairs leading
up to our apartment over the Welcome Stairways. We were
trying to carry our small couch up the staircase. Being young
and vital, I had more of the couch weight.

“Tell me the truth, Hope, what did you think of that meal
we had tonight? I thought it was average.”

“Let’s just get the couch upstairs and—"

Addie picked up her end and huffed up the stairs. “I won-
der if they can handle me introducing the butterscotch cream
pie and the deep-dish apple in the same week.”

“Could we do this a little quicker?”

“You can’t overwhelm customers with too much at—"

“‘I'm going to drop the couch, Addie. It will fall on me and I'l]
die.”

“Why didn’t you say something before?” She eased the door
open and pushed the couch through it to a very large room
with white curtains.

I put down my end and fell to the floor to make a point.

Addie doesn’t always pick up on subtle, except in seasonings.

* * *
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We were set to meet with G. T. Stoop tomorrow morning.

Addie was sitting on the couch making notes on how to
introduce her brand of revolutionary comfort food to the Wel-
come Stairways. .

I'd written out my favorite definition of my name on a three-
by-five card; I needed extra help in the hoping department.

From Webster’s collegiate dictionary: Hope—to cherish a de-
sive with expectation of fulfillment.

I hope, I hope, I hope this will all turn out for good.

I'd hoped for that very same thing at the Blue Box.

Some hopes just get pulverized.

I looked at myself in the big mirror we’d leaned against the
wall, cocked my head, and smiled engagingly. My pearly white
teeth are my best feature.

Next best is my curly brown hair that dusts my shoulders—
except for my bangs that are too long and hide my eyebrows,
which were perfectly arched by God. I have a round face (a
sweet face, people say) with no discernible cheekbones. My
skin is pale, my eyes are light blue like my mother’s. I'm five-
eight, three inches taller than Addie, which gives me no power
in our relationship. Miriam Lahey is two inches taller than her
mother, which gives her a true advantage whenever they
scream at each other.

I wrapped myself in a blanket so that only my eyes and
nose were visible and wondered if the police would ever catch
up with Gleason Beal, the King of Falsehood.

I should have been able to see the fakeness in him, even
though Addie said that’s not true.
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“He was a con man, Hope. Pretended to be something that
he wasn’t.”

I'll say.

He pretended to be my friend.

He told me one of the saddest things in his life was that he
never had a daughter.

Addie shook out her graying brown ponytail. Folded her
strong, muscled arms. She had strong arms hke a wrestler from
lugging all those kitchen pots around.

“Hope, I know Gleason Beal did a number on your head.
That man took our money and our jobs, but let’s not give him
anything else. Not our minds, our hearts, or our souls. He’s not
worth it.” She took her industrial-strength nightgown out of
her suitcase. “We're not going to hide from the truth. This is
probably the hardest move we’ve made together, honey, but
we’re going to give it all we've got to make it work, and if it still
doesn’t fit, we'll decide what to do. We won’t stay someplace
that isn’t right forever. I promise.”

I nodded from under my protective cloak.

“Addie always keeps her promises.

That’s why my mother gave me to her.
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G. T. Stoop had a toothpick in his mouth and a mess of eggs
on the grill. He had just folded over three cheddar omelets
with bacon and had a strip steak sizzling next to a fat slab of
ham. Addie and I were standing behind him in the big galley
kitchen next to a huge pot of simmering onion soup that was
making me hungry, even though I'd just stuffed myself be-
yond good sense with chocolate chip pancakes. A pale waitress
with carrot-top hair called in “a short stack,” which is
restaurant-speak for a small order of pancakes. G. T. Stoop
shook seasoned salt on the steak, put it on a plate with eggs,
beans, and a side of cornbread, dinged a bell, put the order up
by the galley window, and shouted, “Come get this miracle
breakfast, Florence, before I eat it myself!”

Flo, our waitress from last night, shouted across the room.
“G.T,, back off from that man’s plate and behave yourself.”

He grinned, wiggled his toothpick. “I'm not so good at that.”
He had a big, deep voice.

“Lord, don’t I know it.” Flo was at the galley window now,
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getting her order. She put the plate in front of a big man sit-
ting at the counter.

G. T. Stoop threw his spatula up in the air and caught it.
“Eat that, Carl, and go do something significant with your day.”
Carl raised his fork and knife happily, already chewing.

Everyone was laughing and eating.

I sure didn’t feel like I was in the presence of a person who
had cancer.

It was 6:30 A.M,, the best time to see a diner because, as
Addie always said, if the place isn’t humming by then, the
word hasn’t gotten out yet.

Welcome Stairways was humming.

G. T. Stoop poured pancake batter on the griddle. He was
medium height, bean thin with a square, gentle face, and to-
tally bald. He had deep blue eyes that shone behind the wire
rims perched on the end of his nose. He was wearing jeans,
work boots, and a blue shirt with the cuffs rolled above his el-
bows—no apron. Addie always wore an apron. He was moving
with the rhythm of the short-order dance—popped four
pieces of bread in a toaster, slipped onions onto the side of the
grill, poured batter into a waffle iron.

“I love the morning best,” he said, smiling. “I already miss
sweating back here six days a week, but you're going to elevate
the food in this place like I never could, Addie, I know it.”

Addie said, “I can add a frittata to your menu—eggs, pota-
toes, onions, and fresh herbs—give folks a nice change each
day with different seasonings.”

“That sounds good. But in this town let’s call it an egg
casserole.”
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Addie laughed. “T'll cook it. You name it.”

He laughed back, flipped pancakes. “Now that’s a partner-
ship. Hope, how are you handling all this change coming up
here?”

“I'm pretty adaptable.” I always say that.

“To adapt is to overcome. That’s what my barber used to
say when I still had hair for him to cut.” He spread butter on
toast, sliced it fast, arranged it on plates with eggs and sausage;
a slice of orange. “I remember my family moving in the mid-
dle of my junior year in high school. I wanted to kill my old
man for doing that to me.”

I put my hand on Addie’s shoulder. “I decided to let her live.”

Brilliant, Hope. The man has cancer.

I winced. “I didn’t mean that the wrong way.” Addie gave
me one of her furrowed-brow looks, but G. T. Stoop waved his
spatula.

“Be yourself around me. I don’t give many orders, but that’s
one of them.” He flipped a sausage to me backhanded. I caught
it in midair, which was very cool. “Don’t have to mince your
words either,” he added. “The only thing we mince around
here is garlic.”

I smiled, ate the sausage. Sweet and mapley.

“I'm not dead yet,” he said, placing three plates at the gal-
ley window. “Am I, Florence?”

Flo grabbed the plates, smiled big at us, and said, “G.T,,
you’re going to outlive us all.”

“That’s my plan.” He layered Canadian bacon on the grill,
pressed it down with his spatula. His eyes crackled when he
smiled.
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I bit my lip even though Addie winked at me. This kind of
talk was going to take some getting used to.

A very tall guy—six-four at least—came into the kitchen
carrying a bowl of chopped green and red peppers. He looked
a little older than me and was the most angular person I'd ever
seen—every bit of him seemed to have pointy edges. He had
wavy black hair and amazingly thick eyebrows. He was wear-
ing jeans, a black T-shirt, and sneakers. I'd place him, at first
glance, around a 6.7 on Jocelyn Lindstrom’s male cuteness
scale. Ten being a rugged yet sensitive world-class surfer
(preferably wet); one being a toad. He nodded to me and
Addie. “I'm Braverman.”

“Grill man supreme,” added G.T. “Second in command in
this kitchen, with nerves of steel.”

Braverman took down a plate of home fries on a shelf by
the grill and raised one eyebrow, half smiling.

“These women are going to set us straight” G.T. placed
cinnamon apples in four pancakes, flipped them perfectly, and
ran his hand across his bare head. “You know, there’s benefits
to everything. Now that I lost my hair to the chemotherapy, I
don’t worry about it getting in the food.”

I smiled nervously.

Flo came into the kitchen laughing and said we’d set her up
good last night and she appreciated the big tip. We met Lou
Ellen, the waitress with the carrot-top hair. She looked me up
and down, not impressed.

“You waitressed before?”

I looked her smack in the eye. “I've got eighteen months
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experience waitressing in the best diner in Brooklyn, New
York, and before that—"

“Counter or tables?” Lou Ellen interrupted. She had a
pinched-together face.

“Both.”

“How busy did it get?”

“They’d be standing out in a line on the weekends and I
couldn’t go to the bathroom for five hours straight even if I had
to, it was so jammed.”

“I've been waitressing ten years,” she snapped back.

I didn’t ask how long she could hold it.

She layered three pancake platters on her left arm (I can
carry five) and headed off to a booth in the corner. Addie was
examining a piece of blueberry coffee cake on a plate the way
a scientist studies a petri dish.

“We bake it ourselves here every morning,” G. T. Stoop
said proudly. “It sells pretty good.”

“Really . ..” Addie took her fork and cut through the cen-
ter of the cake, flicked off some crumbs. I knew what she was
thinking.

Dry.

She took a bite, chewed it slowly, no expression on her face.
Addie tastes food the way some people play poker.

“It's my mother’s recipe,” he added.

“And I'm sure she is a fine, upstanding woman,” Addie said.
“But her coffee cake is dry.”

He looked up to the ceiling, laughed deep. “Lord, what
have I done bringing this woman up here?”
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“I'm here,” Addie replied, “so you can rest easy.”

“I don’t expect that’s going to happen.” He handed her a big
chain of keys. “You keep this place running smooth and Il at-
tend to other matters.”

Addie jingled them. “It'll be like a knife going through
maple butter.”

Braverman stood to the side studying the orders G.T. was
cooking. G.T. raised his spatula, Braverman nodded, eyes on
the grill. And like air traffic controllers changing shifts, G.T.
moved from the grill, Braverman took his place, and he started
flipping pancakes, turning bacon, frying eggs. Not one yolk
was broken in the process.

Flo was listening behind the counter. “G.T., you've been
cooking up something for over a month. What is it?”

“You'll find out tomorrow, Florence. After the parade.”

As parades go, it’s pretty hard to impress a New Yorker.
For my money, unless you've got huge Garfield and Big Bird
balloons flapping in the wind ten floors up, you don’t call your-
self a parade. You're a gathering.

I wasn’t much in the mood for a gathering.

I'd been dragged here.

Addie and I were standing on the corner of Pine and
Magellan Streets by Scarlotti’s World of Cheese, which was
offering a fifteen percent discount to all veterans for the
three-day weekend. People were lined four deep in the street.
I was studying the Welcome Stairways menu so I wouldn’t
look like an amateur when I started work the next morning.
Nothing can slow you up faster than not knowing the menu.
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“That’s Deena’s blood in you,” Addie remarked. “She al-
ways knew the menu like the back of her hand.”

Mom is an overachieving waitress like me. In her last
Christmas letter she wrote that she’d been thinking about the
decisions she’d made in life and felt that the best one had been
to stay in waitressing: “No matter what happens in the world,
from war breaking out to computers taking over our minds
and bodies, there’s always going to be a need for a good wait-
ress who can keep the coffee coming and add up the check in
her head.”

A mediocre band stumbled by—the Mulhoney High
School Marauders—my new school. Purple-and-gold uni-
forms. I scanned their faces to find kindred spirits. It’s hard to
tell people’s triie nature when they’re playing Sousa.

Next, Vietnam vets in combat fatigues; World War II vet-
erans rode behind them, waving flags. I applauded as they went
by. Antique cars/scout troops/clowns/a happy float with
happy farmers with a banner for the REaL FrEsH DAIRy.

Another float—red, white, and blue—flags flapping,
streamers streaming. A man in a red jacket and khakis waving
to the crowd. Above him a bold banner: ELecT ELI MILLSTONE
FOR MAYOR IF You CARE ABOUT MULHONEY. Some of the
men I'd seen in the diner last night walked beside the float
like bodyguards.

A flurry of movement beside me. Braverman. He watched
the Millstone float with angry eyes.

“He’s been mayor for eight years,” Braverman said.

“Who’s running against him?”

“Nobody. He’s too powerful.”
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A plump, red-faced man in a law enforcement uniform
shouted, “Move it back, people. Move it back on the curb.”
The name above his badge read Sheriff L. Greebs.

A harsh-looking man in a MILLSTONE T-shirt was working
the crowd, clapping his hands over his head. “Let’s hear it for
four more years for Mayor Eli Millstone, the only choice
for Mulhoney!”

Just about everyone was clapping except me, Addie, and
Braverman.

“You're not clapping for the mayor,” the man said to
Braverman.

“That’s right,” Braverman shot back. The muscles in his
neck stuck out when he said it. The man stared at him and
eventually moved off. Then that man looked back and stared
at me, too.

A shiver of fear went through me.

Miss Pittypat’s Tap Dancing Darlings were arriving on the
stage that was set up in the park off Grimes Square. There
were about twelve children in black-and-yellow bumblebee
costumes with bouncing antennae. They formed a question-
able line and began their big number, which required intense
concentration because in addition to tap tap tapping, they also
had to sing:

Hello, how are ya?
We're really glad to see ya.
We really want 1o tell ya, bello!

I longed for Manhattan and the jazz fusion street band that
played in Times Square.
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Addie and I stood by a white gazebo as the Dancing Dar-
lings scurried off to frenzied applause. Mayor Millstone was
master of ceremonies. His round stomach didn’t move an inch
when he laughed. To quote Shirley Polanski, head waitress at
the Humdinger Diner: “Beware of a big man whose stomach
doesn’t move when he laughs.”

I think a Chinese philosopher said it first, but these things
trickle down to the food service community.

G. T. Stoop walked to the stage. “Elj, I'd like to make an an-
nouncement.”

The mayor looked surprised. “Well, sure thing, G.'T. What
about?”

“T'll just say it once, if that’s okay.”

G.T. stood at the microphone not talking for the longest
time. The sun beat down on his shiny head. [ wondered what
it was like to lose your hair.

“Afternoon, folks.”

People shushed their children.

“Most of you know what’s going on with me, and some of
you don’t. I wouldn’t be making a public announcement about
it except for you needing to know what I'm planning to do.
When I was diagnosed with leukemia earlier this year, I real-
ized I couldn’t stand at the short-order grill for ten hours a day
anymore. I needed to get myself more of a desk job.” He
chuckled. “So I've decided to run for mayor.”

A deep shock fell on the crowd. Eli Millstone’s smile evap-
orated. I looked at Addie, who'd turned stone still.

“Now I didn’t put together one of those exploratory com-
mittees to tell me if I should do this. The way I see it, you're
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either open for business or you're not. But those of you who've
stared down a thing like cancer know what happens when you
get this kind of news about your health. At first, you can’t be-
lieve it; after that, the fear gets pretty strong. I'm fifty-four
years old. I never once felt the need to rush through life until
now.”

Eli Millstone’s eyes narrowed.

“I've learned things with this disease I never would have
otherwise. Mostly I've learned how important it is to do the
right thing, no matter who opposes you.”

He rubbed his hand over his bald head. “I'm in this race to
try to bring unity and fairness to our town. For my money, we
have too many warring factions here—people who don’t want
the Real Fresh Dairy to expand any further; people who do.
People who want better day care for our families; people who
don’t. People who think the schools are just fine the way they
are; people who are worried about the overcrowding. And
what’s happened is we’ve pulled off into our separate corners
and nothing’s getting done. We need to renovate that broken-
down community center of ours and use it to draw people
together again. We need to develop better day care facilities
for the families in this area because children are our future.
We need to use more of our money to help the poor of Mul-
honey get a leg up. We need to make sure our young people
get jobs so that every single one of them who wants to can
earn money for college.”

“G.T! Eli Millstone was at his shoulder, face flushed.
“Those are sweet dreams and I share every one. Just how high
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are you suggesting we raise these good people’s taxes to get the
money to pay for all this?”

A ripple of worry hit the crowd.

G.T. looked at the mayor. “Elj, since you brought it up,
here’s my plan. The biggest company in town, the Real Fresh
Dairy, hasn’t paid any local taxes for five years and owes
three-quarters of a million dollars in back tax revenue. I'd say
collecting that money is a good place to start.”

People looked at each other and gasped.

Millstone sputtered, “I don’t know where you're getting
your information, G.T., but it’s as bogus as a barking cat!”

“I just went to the tax assessor’s office, Eli. I had to search
through some big computer printouts, but the facts are there
for anyone to see.”

“You're lying!”

“No sir.” G.T. set his jaw. “Our roads are cracking because
dairy trucks are carrying loads heavier than our streets can
handle. We have residents in the south end who can’t sleep at
night because those trucks are rumbling by their windows,
taking illegal shortcuts to the interstate to save gas and time.
I say we levy a fat fine against that business until they obey
the law. We can use that money to fix the roads and help our
people.”

Braverman let out a whoop and started clapping. Others
joined him.

Millstone’s face had splotches of purple rage. He grabbed
the mike.

“We are assessing the traffic-flow situation in this town,
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G.T. Town business is a little more complicated than flipping
burgers on a grill, which is what you've been doing for as long
as I can remember.”

“Oh,” G.T. said, laughing, “you learn courage and decision
making quick when you’ve got two dozen burgers on the grill.”

People laughed good at that one.

Braverman put two fingers in his mouth and whistled loud.
I wish I could whistle like that.

Eli Millstone was working hard to overcome his irritation.
His smile got bigger, his face muscles got stiffer, he grabbed the
microphone and laughed deep.

“How ’bout we stop wasting everyone’s time with non-
sense and start talking res/ issues? I'm running on my record.
The Real Fresh Dairy has put this town on the map, folks, and
I brought them here. Look around and see the progress. Is
Mulhoney a bigger, more bustling place than it was eight
years ago? Have living conditions improved? Are there more
jobs? Is there more business for our local stores? You bet your
boots, and it will continue into my third term and beyond. 'm
mighty proud of my accomplishments.”

The men who were walking by Eli Millstone’s float started
applauding loudly.

G.T. raised his voice: “Let’s not forget Mulhoney’s family-
run dairies that went out of business when the Real Fresh
Dairy came to town.”

Millstone waved that off. “If they’d been better-managed
businesses, they would have survived.”

“Raising their property taxes sky high was what killed
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them.” G.T. looked straight at him. “Then the Real Fresh Dairy
swooped down and bought their land cheap.”

“You're living in La-La Land, mister” The Mayor motioned
stiffly to Miss Pittypat, who shoved the Dancing Darlings on-
stage for an insect extravaganza number featuring “Eensy
Weensy Spider” and “Glow Worm.”

Addie turned to me. “G. T. Stoop’s crazy as a loon! He’s
going to be dead in a month with all this stress!”

I gulped.

G.T. walked off the stage and headed toward us. “I think
that went pretty well,” he said, looking at Addie, who didn’t
speak. “I'm sure glad you're here to run things, Addie, so I can
go make a fool of myself in politics.”

Addie gave a slight nod. I wasn’t sure if she was acknowl-
edging her ability to run things or him being a fool.

And G. T. Stoop strode smiling through the crowd that
parted for him like the Red Sea did for Moses.
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Back at the Welcome Stairways we were deep in the weeds—
that’s diner language for way too busy. Memorial Day always
brings the hungry hordes, but after G.T'’s announcement peo-
ple were pushing into the place like we were giving away free
food. Addie was trying to handle herself in an unfamiliar
kitchen. People were shouting questions at G.T., who was
standing under.one of the big antique ceiling fans trying to an-
swer. Lou Ellen tripped over a man’s leg and let a nacho plate
with meat, beans, and guacamole go sailing. It looked like the
best any of us could hope for was survival.

Flo throws me a white apron.

Lou Ellen plunks an order pad in my hand. “We’ll see what
you're made of. Take the counter.”

Even when you're not in school, life is a test.

Twelve hungry people at the counter. First, my efferves-
cent smile.

1 am your friend, not your foe.

Second, go for pity.
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“This is my first day and I don’t know where anything is,
but I promise you I'll find it. How many would like coffee?”

Seven hands go up and I get coffee, racing past Lou Ellen,
who is staring at me. I carry six coffee cups with saucers in my
left hand, piled on two by two, without spilling a drop; take the
seventh cup in my right hand and deliver the goods.

People are shouting orders at me so fast I can’t think: I run
to the galley window to call them in.

Addie’s snarling in the kitchen, opening refrigerator doors,
saying she can’t sauté a chicken breast if she can’t find one,
now can she? Braverman’s watching the grill, flipping burgers,
calmly telling her where things are.

“Ordering pork-chop specials on three,” I say. Braverman
nods, raises a thick eyebrow.

Addie slams a pan.

I deliver a taco salad and a burger to the table near the
front door like it gives me sheer delight to do it.

Sheriff L. Greebs storms into the diner. “You’re over the
safety limit for the number of persons that can be in this
establishment.” He motions to the line waiting near the regis-
ter. “Move it outside, people, or I'll have to shut this place(
down.”

He leads the disgruntled out the door.

A man shouts from across the room. “G. T, how are you
going to handle the stress of campaigning and being mayor if
you’re fighting for your life?”

G.T. leans against the dessert case across from the register.
“Because I'm more interested in living than in dying. And I
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want to bring as much healthy change into this town as I can
before I go. I'm a short-order cook, Morgan. I always do more
than one thing at a time.”

Everyone starts laughing.

I'm pouring coffee. The secret when you're in the weeds is
to keep the coffee coming.

Flo is racing from the kitchen with her arm full of burger
specials and not dropping one french fry. 'm taking orders,
getting food, squeezing past people, experiencing the fierce-
ness of food service. I look out the window. The line to get in
the diner is curling around the block.

Yuri rolls his eyes. “Lines like Russia.” He rushes to a booth
with water and setups.

“Take booth eight,” Lou Ellen snaps at me like [ was born
knowing where it is. She points to the six-top by the register.
A six-top is a table that seats six people.

I’m there. Mercifully, they order fast.

I pour more coffee for the people in the corner booth in
Lou Ellen’s station. She stalks me into the kitchen.

“That’s my table.”

“I was trying to help.”

“I take care of my tables.”

Then why were they out of coffee?

A woman perched at the counter wearing a straw hat and
a big flowered dress shouts, “Aren’t there laws in this country
that say people running for elected office have to be healthy?”

G.T. smiles. “Cecelia, our town charter says anyone can
run for mayor who’s a resident, thirty years of age and up, and
a US. citizen.”
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She writes that down on her notepad and nods at me. “Ce-
celia Culpepper. Editor of the Mulhoney Messenger”

“Hope Yancey.”

“Nice name, kid.”

I'm running everywhere juggling thirty-five things in my
head, fully focused, heart pounding. I wish I knew the menu
better, but you've got to start somewhere and it might as well
be hard and fast.

A kid throws his spoon at his baby sister. I'm there to catch
it before disaster. I hand it to his mother, who looks at me
gratefully. ‘

Full-service waitressing. We feed, protect, and defend.

Flo rushes past me, laughing. “You're getting into it.”

I grin. “Oh yeah.”

Braverman shouts, “Burger specials on four up and ready.”
That’s me. I rush to the galley window, layer the plates on my
left arm. A woman says, “G.T., you have no political experi-
ence. Why should we vote for you?”

- G.T. says he'd been on the school board, he helped get the
emergency health center built. He’s lived in this town for
twenty-five years.

“How long have you known about the dairy’s unpaid
taxes?” a man shouts.

“Just before Christmas last year,” G.T. explains. “I tried to
see Eli about it three times, but he wouldn’t meet with me. I
decided the only thing left to do was make a public statement.
But leukemia hit. It was all I could focus on for a time. I apol-
ogize to all of you for being selfish.”

Everyone starts talking at once.
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A hand on my shoulder. It’s Flo. She’s introducing me to her
friend Brenda Babcock, sheriff’s deputy. Deputy Babcock is
close to the most beautiful African-American woman I've ever
seen—her cheekbones were to die for.

“Brenda just got transferred here last month from Min-
neapolis. She’s the toughest law enforcement officer on God’s
earth.”

“I crush bad guys under my heel.” Brenda Babcock grins
and shakes my hand. “Seems we’ve come to town at an inter-
esting time, Hope.”

I smile back at her. “I guess so.”

Ilook at the line outside waiting to get into the diner. Sher-
iff L. Greebs is glaring at people like a prison guard.

“G.T.,” an old woman shouts. “How sick are you?”

“I've had one round of chemotherapy, Emma. I'm hoping it
will put me into remission.”

“What if it doesn’t?” someone yells.

“Then I'll do it again.”

Man.

[ push my bangs back. Face the counter. A big guy with a
long face slides onto a stool—doesn’t look left or right—grabs
the menu. He’s there to eat and get out. I go up to him, smile
glowing.

“How are things with you, sir?”

“Fine.” He says it flat. “Coffee black. BLT”

Now my heart tells me this guy needs more in life, so I
take a shot. “You ever had a cheddar burger with grilled onions
and mushrooms on pumpernickel, sir?”

That takes a minute to sink in.
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Then he slaps the counter, grinning. “Bring it on.”

I sense he needs more.

“You want a malt with that, by any chance?”

He did, of course. “Chocolate,” he says, beaming like a kid.

Now he’s loosening up.

It’s a privilege to touch humanity in such a fashion.

I race to the kitchen window, call the order in.

G.T.is holding up a wad of paper. “My petition’s right here
if anyone wants to sign it. The Election Board says I need two
hundred registered voters to get on the ballot officially.”

Not many people come forward.

An old man with a wrinkled face scans the petition. “I don’t
know, G.T. I get a lot of business at my store from the dairy. I
think signing this might hurt me.”

“It might at that,” G.T. acknowledges.

“T've got to think about it, too,” says a woman. “My husband
and son work at the dairy ...”

Sheriff Greebs is in the doorway.

The woman sees him. “And they love their jobs,” she says
nervously. “They really do!”

“T'll sign that thing” The black man I'd seen driving the
church van when we first came into town strides forward,
bringing bolts of energy with him. He has a fat mustache pep-
pered with gray.

Flo is standing behind me. “That’s Pastor Al B. Hall of my
church. They're real good friends.”

“I sure appreciate it, Al,” G.T. says.

Pastor Hall takes the petition. He pushes back his hat and
looks at G.T. “You got any more surprises for today?”
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“Maybe.” G.T. grins.

Pastor Hall signs the petition, slaps it in G.T"’s hands, takes
him by the elbow, and yanks him toward the counter where 'm
pouring coffee.

“You could have mentioned this to me,” Pastor Hall whis-
pers. “Good Lord, man.”

“I figured you'd try to talk me out of it.”

“You've got that right. You’re always going off like a fool,
not telling people what you’re doing!”

“You going to vote for me, Al?”

“I'm going to pray for you.”

“Afternoon, Pastor,” says Flo sweetly, indicating with her
eyes that the whole diner is t;ying to listen in.

The two men face the crowd, thump each other on the
back, and smile.

And now several people with GOG T-shirts come up to
sign; that brings a few more people. Flo stands in line.

I wish I was old enough to sign that petition. When you can
carry five full dinner platters on your left arm, you should be
able to vote, even if you’re not eighteen.

It had been an exhausting Memorial Day. I'd gone through
two order books and gotten all the food hot to the customers,
except for the broiled chicken breast Mexicana that I had to
send back to Braverman because he’'d put cheddar cheese on
the top even though I said hold the cheese. Being a grill man,
he wasn’t about to admit he was wrong. You can’t argue in
these instances—it wastes time. Speed and delivery are what
makes a good waitress, and you learn to compromise along the
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way to get that food delivered and your customers taken care
of. When I apologized to Braverman for the mistake, he nearly
fell over. My mother taught me to do that on my thirteenth
birthday—the last time I saw her. She said there are three hard
and fast rules that every professional waitress has to follow:

(1) The customer is always right.

(2) The cook is always right.

(3) If the customer and the cook disagree, and you can’t set-
tle it, your tip is history.

I have those rules in my Best of Mom book that Addie made
me keep from the time I was little. Addie said even though my
mother hardly came around, she was still an important part of
my life, and it was up to me to save and remember the things
she passed on.

On cheap tippers: “Don’t take it personally; they were de-
prived somehow as children.”

On low-fat entrees: “They sell well enough, but nobody’s
too happy after the meal.”

On regular customers: “Talk to them, remember what they
say, and ask them about it tomorrow.”

On men: “They tip better when they’re not with their girl-
friends.”

On children in restaurants: “Play up to them. Their parents
love it.”

I've kept all the Christmas letters she sends, too. I guess
I appreciate the contact, but it’s weird having a pen parent.
didn’t get the Christmas letter once and got worried. It came
on Groundhog Day. Mom had met the man of her dreams in
Las Vegas, a blackjack dealer named Roberto. She was in such
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bliss she got nothing done until she realized what a slimeball
he was and told him to take a hike. She wrote “Fa lalalalala
la la Ia” at the bottom, which is how Mom sees a lot of life.

The last time I saw her she looked so uncomfortable I
thought she was going to jump out the window.

She told me I looked good, but didn’t make eye contact.

She told me it’s okay I changed my name and kept calling
me Tulip.

She told me she loved me and never came back.

Staring down hard truth takes guts. Once Addie told me
that unless a genuine miracle happened, it was a safe bet that
Mom wasn’t going to change.

“I know it’s hard to handle,” Addie started, “but if I lie to
you now it’s only going to make things worse later on. It
doesn’t mean Deena doesn’t love you. It means she doesn’t
have the tools she needs to be the kind of mother you want her
to be. She didn’t lose them somewhere along the way, honey.
She never had them to begin with.”

The well was dry—that’s what I concluded. I wrote a poem
about it once—free verse—I can’t rhyme for anything.

I had expected the well to be full for some reason.
Not that it had ever been before.

I kept looking for signs of water in the dark insides.
1 heard my bucket clank as it hit

Against the walls that held nothing,

1 looked at the bucket that came up empry

And made a decision that changed my life.

I will keep my bucket and find another well.



Harrison said I should submit it to the poetry journal at
school, but I never did. He said I should give it to my English
teacher for extra credit, but this wasn’t something I wanted
published or graded. Harrison wrote a two-page poem about
his deep feelings of loss when his dog Filbert died, and Mrs.
Minerva, the creative writing teacher, gave it a B-minus. Do
you know what that does to a person to get a B-minus in
Grief?

I was filling saltshakers and napkin holders, wondering if
G. T Stoop was going to kill himself with this campaign. Won-
dering if there were any interesting teenagers in such a dinky
dairy town.

Braverman walked out from the kitchen holding a stack of
papers with lines on them. “We need to help G.T. get this pe-
tition signed. There’s a bunch of us going out tomorrow to
start.”

A creaking door of friendship was opening. I knew zip
about politics, but admitting that would not have been shrewd.
“I want to help. Is it okay I can’t vote yet?”

He looked at me like cooks do when the server before them
has done something stupid.

I guess that meant it was okay.

“What if someone asks me a question?”

Braverman leaned against the counter. “Tell them G. T.
Stoop has the courage to face anything in this world and come
out ahead, and #hat’s what this town needs.”

I could tell by his face that he meant what he said. “I guess
you know him pretty well.”
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“When my mom was out of work, G.T. gave me a job wait-
ing tables, then he taught me to cook.”

“Wow.”

Braverman was zeroing in on a ketchup bottle.

A long, weird silence.

“So, Braverman. Do you ... ah .. .. go to the high school?”

“I graduated last year.”

“You go to college around here?”

“I can’t go to college right now.”

Dumb, Hope.

He shuffled the petitions. “You know how to lock up?”

“I've got the key. Flo showed me.”

“The back door sticks.”

“Okay.”

He walked out the door before I could apologize.

My life, so far, in Wisconsin:

Worked all day.

Irritated the cook.

- “Good night, Braverman,” I said to the closed front door.

I walked in the back to lock up, put the key in the lock, jig-
gled it like Flo showed me. Jiggled it again. Again.

It wouldn’t lock.

I tried for ten minutes every which way.

I felt like I used to when I was little and we’d just moved. I'd
be sianding in some new hall holding my new apartment key
and not be able to open my new front door.

“Come on!” 1 jiggled the stupid thing.

I hit the door hard like I used to, felt the sting in my hand.



[ felt like crying. I didn’t want to be here.

A light went on behind me.

[ stiffened.

“I have trouble with that back door, too.” It was G.T. He
walked right up to me, took the key. “I am one sorry mess with
keys. On my wedding day I locked my keys in my truck along
with my rented tuxedo. Had to kick in the window of that
pickup just to get married.” He hit the door, jiggled the key a
few times. Finally the lock clicked shut. He looked at me, smil-
ing. “Best not mention that on the campaign trail. Cancer and
key dysfunction might be more than the voters can handle.”

I laughed.

“Go on upstairs and get some sleep now.”

“Thanks.” I headed for the door.

“You're a fine waitress, Hope. You know how to connect
with the people.”

I looked back at him, grinning.

There wasn’t a better thing that a boss could have said.
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Grimes Square, o-eight-hundred.

I was with a group consisting of Braverman and four
teenagers from Mulhoney High, members of the Students
for Political Freedom Coalition. Adam Pulver, pug-faced
president of the club, shook my hand like he was running for
Congress—a force.

Adam handed out clipboards Wlth petitions and pens and
made sure everyone knew the rules.

Only registered voters from town can sign.

- Only legible signatures are accepted.

Always thank people for their time whether they’ve signed
or not, even if they are jerks and morons.

Braverman tossed a peanut in the air and caught it in his
mouth.

Adam raised his mechanical pencil. “If #ny information is
wrong on these petitions, if a person signs who thinks he’s
~ registered and isn’t, if an address is wrong, whatever, the sig-
nature doesn’t count. Too many of those and we could get
kicked off the ballot. I've seen it happen again and again.”
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Again and again was doubtful since Adam was, maybe, sev-
enteen.

More teenagers were showing up to get petitions. It didn’t
take long to find out why.

Leon: “G.T. gave me a job busing tables when my dad had
an accident and couldn’t work.”

Jillian: “G.T. let my cousins live in his extra apartment
when they couldn’t pay the rent on their house.”

Brice: “G.T. sent food every week to my family when my
mom was in the hospital.”

Adam Pulver faced the group. “It’s not going to be easy out
there today. But remember, our cause is just.” He squinted into
the sun like a hard-bitten campaign pro and said with a slight
crack in his voice, “Now let’s get out there and do something
for America.”

“He always says that,” Jillian whispered to me.

Doing something for America is trickier than it sounds.

“You tell me what this world’s coming to,” a plump woman
with a plump child said to me, “when the voters’ choice for
mayor is between a dying man and a crook.”

“Well .. .” I began.

“I've known G.T. for twenty-five years,” the plump woman
continued, “and there’s no denying he’s a fine man, but that
doesn’t qualify him to be running for mayor with no experi-
ence and leukemia to boot.”

She had a point there.

I looked desperately around. Braverman was behind me lis-
tening in.
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Help, I mouthed.

“G.T’s been on the school board,” Braverman countered.
“He helped us get those dangerous steps repaired at the high
school. He brings food to people when they’re having financial
trouble.”

“That’s true.”

“He worked hard to get that emergency medical center in
town so people don’t have to drive twenty-five miles to the
nearest hospital.”

Braverman held out the petition, said her signature just al-
lowed G.T. to be on the ballot officially.

The woman’s child drooled on the petition. She signed.

“Thank you!” Braverman wiped the paper on his leg. “You
won’t be sorry.”

“I'm sorry every day of my life, young man.” She plodded
off.

Encouféged by Braverman’s victory, I approached a man
walking toward me. He was holding the hand of a little boy
who looked just like him.

I flashed my toothpaste-ad smile. “Excuse me, sir, but we're
out collecting signatures from registered voters to get G. T.
Stoop on the ballot for mayor and I was wondering if you—"

The man kept walking.

“—might want to sign this so that G.T. can—"

The man walked faster; the boy was running to keep up.
“You want me to vote for some guy who flips burgers on a
grill and who’s half dead with leukemia? You want to sell me
some desert real estate in the rain forest while you're at it?”
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Excuse me for breathing, but I don’t think a father should
be acting like that in front of his son!

I watched that man turn the corner fast.

I'll bet you hard cash that my father would never do any-
thing like that.

Braverman was standing in front of me, casting a shadow.
“Come on. We can team up.”

The rest of the morning went down like cold rolls with a
hot meal.

We knocked on doors and got seven slammed in our face.

A mother holding a shrieking infant asked if we baby-sat.

An old man holding a rifle told us to get off his property.
We obeyed instantly.

Three women said G. T. was a fine man, but their husbands
needed their jobs at the dairy.

It’s amazing how many ways people can tell you to buzz off.

We’d had enough for one day.

The humidity made everything seem heavy. The hot sun
beat down. Braverman and I were walking through Grimes
Square. I was hungry. In New York you could always get a hot
dog from a street vendor. No street meat here. A store called
Wisconsin Giftique had a window display with small colored
cheeses in the shape of farm animals. I felt like Dorothy
plopped down in Munchkin Land.

A noisy dairy truck rumbled by too fast. Painted on the side:
MiLk DOESN’'T GET ANY FRESHER THAN THIS. JUST ASK THE
Cow. I turned to Braverman. “What’s with the big, bad dairy?”
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Braverman threw a stick. “That’s our mystery around here.
Some people say they funded Millstone’s campaign and he
lets them do whatever they want. I've heard they basically own
the people who work for them. Brice’s dad was a factory man-
ager there for a while. His boss told him he had to contribute
to Millstone’s campaign.”

“What did he do?”

“He quit.”

Braverman stopped at a long driveway that led to a huge
new house with white pillars. “That’s the mayor’s new place.”

“Wow.” I looked at the three-car attached garage, the baby
evergreens lining the walk.

“He built it last year. He said his wife inherited a ton of
money.” Braverman put his hand over his heart. “How else
could a small-town mayor afford a place like this?”

“What do you mean?”

Braverman’s jaw locked. “Maybe Millstone’s lying.”

“You think the dairy gave him the money?”

“I think there’s a reason the Real Fresh Dairy does what-
ever it wants to around here. Cranston Broom’s the owner, and
he knows how to play it. He and Millstone are big buddies—
they play golf, go deep-sea fishing. Broom’s dairy workers
clean up the park by the railroad tracks, his trucks deliver free
milk to the schools. So people let them alone.”

I thought of little kids drinking tainted milk. I thought of
Gleason Beal hiring me at fifteen and giving me all that re-
sponsibility opening up on the weekends. I thought of the
raise he gave me right before he stole our money, which, of
course, was his way of taking the raise back.
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It was probably easier in the old days when the bad guys
rode into town wearing black capes or whatever bad guys wore
and the milk cows were owned by honest people. Right off
the bat, you’d know who you were dealing with.

Now everybody dresses alike. That’s the problem with
progress.

The yo-yo was doing amazing things.

A perfect double loop Round the World.

The longest Walk the Dog I'd ever witnessed.

Braverman flicked his wrist and the orange Duncan
snapped back in his hand.

“That was great, Braverman.”

“I'm a little rusty.”

That was rusty?

The muscles in his face looked chiseled out of rock. I think
I had misjudged him on the male cuteness scale. I would def-
initely put him ata 7.4. A

We were across the street from the Welcome Stairways.
G.T. was sitting on a park bench in front of the diner talking
to a few old people.

I had to ask. “Do you know how G.Ts doing, Braverman?”

Yo-yo in the pocket. Big sigh. “He’s had a pretty rough
time. The chemotherapy made him so tired. He couldn’t be
around people during part of it, which drove him crazy. He'd
be stuck upstairs calling the diner to see if we were handling
things.” Braverman laughed. “I'd have the phone under my
chin, trying to cook, telling him everything was under control
when it wasn’t.” ’
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“You really helped him.”

He shrugged. “I just did my job. He’s waiting to find out if
he goes into remission.”

“Remission means the cancer’s gone, right?”

“Or gets better for a while. We'll take what we can get.”

We walked closer.

“You want to know why to vote for a man who's fighting for
his life?” we heard G.T. say. “Because no one understands how
sweet life can be, how blessed every minute is, how important
itis to say and do what’s right while you’ve got the time, more
than a person who's living with a short wick.”

An old woman was hanging on his every word. I took a
chance, handed her the petition.

“Are you a registered voter, ma’am?”

“I've been voting since Harry Truman took office.”

She signed it, handed it to the woman next to her, who'd
been voting, probably, since Abe Lincoln took office. Then
three other people signed.

“Thank you, friends.” G.'T. got up, gave a weary smile, and °
walked slowly across the street and up the welcome stairways,
head shining.

People are sneaky. A check of voter signatures proved this
out.

Somebody signed, “Eleanor Roosevelt.”

Somebody wrote, “When hell freezes over.”

Some signatures were impossible to read.

I was sitting in the back booth with Braverman and Adam,
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checking the petition names against the list of registered vot-
ers from the Board of Elections. Adam had gotten the most
names today. He’d gone to the emergency medical center that
G.T. helped get built and asked wounded people for their sup-
port. His petition had bloodstains on it. He said blood added
to the glory of the fight.

Jillian and Brice ran into the diner. “We got twelve names
at the A and P, but that creepy guy kept following us down the
street.” Brice pointed nervously out the window as a black fu-
neral hearse parked in front of the Welcome Stairways like
the darkest omen of what was to come.

The driver looked like an evil henchman. He was one of the
men wearing a VOTE FOR ELI MILLSTONE button I'd seen in
the diner the first night we'd gotten here.

Lou Ellen was taking her break, reading her personal copy
of Soap Opera Digest like she’d be tested on every word. “Yuck,”
she said, looking out the window at the hearse. “Those things
give me the creeps.” Her face pinched together when she
said it.

So far there was nothing about her I could find to like.

Braverman stormed to the window.

Adam marched behind him. “I could get a convict suit. Fol-
low Millstone around. See how Ae likes it.”

“The two of you sit down.”

It was G.T.

“You know what bullies want. They want a rise out of you.
That’s what feeds them.” G.T: took singles out of the cash reg-

ister and started counting.
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Braverman clenched his fists.

G.T. looked at us with such kindness in his face. “I'll tell
you what my mother told me long ago. She was a good
Quaker woman; listened for God to speak to her every day.
She said you've got to love yourself with all your shortcom-
ings, and you've got to love the world, no matter how bad it
gets.”

Boy, would I make a lousy Quaker.

Adam Pulver glared at the floor tile. “We’re not going to
win this way, G.T.”

“Then the thing’s not worth winning.” G.T. put the money
in the cash register and looked out the window as the hearse
rounded the corner coming back for more.
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