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PRAISE FOR CHERYL PECK AND HER PREVIOUS BOOK, FAT GIRLS AND LAWN CHAIRS

“    The literary equivalent of chocolate kisses . . . yummy, vital, and nearly impossible to put down.”

—    Susan Jane Gilman, New York Times Bestselling Author of Hypocrite in a Pouffy White Dress

“    Three stars . . . Peck proves as playful—and poignant—as her title.”

—People

“Wild, hilarious, poignant . . . can be enjoyed again and again.”

—Dallas Morning News

“    Hilarious . . . The author’s self-deprecating wit and ability to see the drama in everyday situations make this collection so inviting.”

—Publishers Weekly

“    Michigan’s Cheryl Peck has been described as the lesbian Erma Bombeck. She treats us to her sweet and sassy takes on pets, mothers, vegetarians, health clubs, and more.”

—Body & Soul

“Rich with sardonic charm.”

—    Donna Jarrell and Ira Sukrunguang, editors of What Are You Looking At?: The First Fat Fiction Anthology

“    It took me about three pages of Cheryl Peck’s Fat Girls and Lawn Chairs to fall in love with her voice—self-deprecating, confident, and funny beyond imagining . . . Peck’s personal essays are the real thing, the work of a woman who has come to terms with herself as few of us do. Please pay attention to this lovely book.”

—Paul Ingram, Prairie Lights Bookstore, Iowa City, IA

“    A hilarious collection of true stories about the misadventures of a woman of size.”

—    Kathy Patrick, Beauty and the Book, Jefferson, TX; founder of Pulpwood Queen Book Club

also by cheryl peck
fat girls and lawn chairs
This book is dedicated to my first editor,
 my computer tech, head cheerleader,
 frequently consulted critic, sales rep, and
 surrogate daughter: Ranee, you have no idea
 how relieved we are to have you still among us.
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introduction

when we were kids my dad gave us the most wonderful gift any of us have ever received—the box that the family’s new freezer came in. We lived in our box for weeks. We lived in the box in the front yard; we lived in the box in the back yard. We hauled the box down into the gravel pit behind our house and lived there for a while. We had essentially discovered the joy of owning a travel home. Unfortunately, it rained on our box one day and our most wonderful gift disintegrated into a sticky, sloppy mess. None of us have looked at Winnebagos quite the same since.

While we still had the box, however, we were anything but contented, cooperative little homemakers. It occurred to each of the three of us—the Wee One, the UnWee, and me, the Least Wee—that we would have considerably more room and greater creative freedom inside our box if one of us were, in fact, the sole occupant. Small wars broke out. A lot of secretive stalking went on. The box traveled all over the back yard from one enemy camp to the next. Various complaints and accusations were filed with higher authorities until our mother, ever the Solomon of our lives, decreed that if any more bickering reached her ears, she would organize a bonfire on the spot. This at least united us against our mother.

What I remember is that my little sisters banded together and plotted against me. They were an unassailable union, speaking their own private language, understanding each other often without words . . . In a few short years I had gone from being the firstborn to the left-out, and much of my life at that time I spent wandering the gravel pit and feeling sorry for myself.

Curiously, neither one of my sisters remembers this bond. At best, they tolerated each other. They are, in fact, no different from any other two random people a year and a half apart in age who happened to be thrown into the same family. They were not—and are not—enemies, by any means, and they are sisters; but the unbreakable bond between them, it turns out, was my own family fiction.

The stories in this book are very much like that. People always ask me, “Is that story true?” and there is no real answer for that question. Parts of every story are true. Parts of every story were enhanced, or exaggerated, or “fine-tuned” to make it a better story, and probably parts of every story are just misremembered. Family fiction. If you were to ask any other member of my family, “What exactly happened when . . . ?” you might get a completely different answer from the one I give you here. Their version might be every bit as true for them as mine is for me. That’s just the nature of stories, and the nature of families.

When I first published Fat Girls and Lawn Chairs I was prepared to become both rich and famous. Cruising through the mansions on Bronson Boulevard, I thought to myself, I may have a house like this someday. I planned my premature retirement from my day job. I imagined what I might say to my adoring audience from the Oprah show. All of that turned out to be yet another example of enhanced fiction, but I did have a wonderful time spending the volumes of money I would make as a published author, and composing acceptance speeches for the many awards that would be bestowed upon me.

I have since returned to earth.

You don’t have to have read Fat Girls and Lawn Chairs to follow this book. Many of the same characters reappear here—family members, of course, my Beloved, her daughter the Girlchild, our friends Rae, Annie, and Bob. In fact, this is a sort of “inquiring minds want to know” introduction that answers the most common questions people ask me: How is your dad? How does your family feel about your writing about them? How is Babycakes? Why do you have such cutesy names for your family members, friends, etc.? Is she your “Beloved”?

helpful things to know

I am the oldest of five children, three girls and two boys. All of the girls are older than all of the boys. The youngest boy is twelve years younger than I am, which means he was in kindergarten when I was a senior in high school. His childhood exploits are not well documented here. My mom was a stay-at-home mom until my baby brother was born, and shortly after that she went to work as a secretary for a shoe company and then for the state of Michigan. My father drove a fuel oil delivery truck when I was a child, then for a while he delivered groceries, and eventually he also went to work for the state, as a groundskeeper.

how is my dad?

I love my dad, but he can be stubborn. For something like fourteen years he dated his lady friend and enjoyed her company, but refused to marry her because he felt he had historically spent “too much of my married life out in the garage.” (This refers to his preferred method of dealing with conflict—avoidance.) She nursed him through spinal meningitis and the valve job his heart required as a result of the meningitis, but when she caught him, six weeks out of the hospital, trying to tote around his breadmaker (he had a five-pound weight-lifting restriction) she washed her hands of him and followed her life dream to return to her family in Alabama. They dated long-distance for two years, and then, as a result of the medications he takes to manage his new valves, he suffered several strokes. The strokes effectively ended the independence he had savored for so long and brought him face-to-face with a difficult decision: should he move in with one of his children, or move to Alabama?

We struggled with this question: it appears he did not.

So at the age of seventy-six, my father, who never has voluntarily left the state of Michigan, moved to Alabama, where he has now lived for two years. From time to time, just to annoy his eldest daughter, he refers to his partner as “Oh, that woman who lives here.” (His stroke affected areas of speech and memory, thus rendering a man who has never found verbal communication easy just plain helpless sometimes. He lives with her, but he has trouble remembering her name.) Because it can be difficult (and can change from one day to the next) to determine exactly what he does want, there is now a steady stream of adult Peck children running up and down I-65, plumbing his mind and listening for echoes of homesickness or mention of distress over the fact that the only saint he has ever known does not in fact have a garage where he can avoid her. He is older. His life is more limited. He seems happy.

how does my family feel about my writing about them?

Conflicted. Having grown up with the constant clatter of a typewriter in the room next door, I think they are pleased and proud that I seem, at this late date, to be achieving my life dream. Anyone’s family would be delighted to discover that one of their members has begun receiving irregular and unexpected checks they never received before. I think my being published after writing a book about them has affected them much like discovering that I’m a lesbian: it’s not what they would have planned for me, but it explains so much, and there is always the remote chance it will eventually make me a happier person—and God knows it beats all that existential angst I so perfected in high school.

On the other hand, I think there is a kind of helplessness one feels when someone who sees you far differently than you see yourself gives their “wrong” view of you the peculiar authority that the written word acquires. And there has been precious little in the values and worldview we were raised with that would prepare us to be going about our normal lives and have someone walk up to us, point, and say, “I know you—you’re the Wee One.” Privacy is always an issue.

Before Fat Girls was published we would gather at family events and trade stories back and forth about our childhood, and when I had finished one of mine my siblings would look at me like I had grown antlers and demand, “Where were you when we were kids? That’s not how that happened, so-and-so wasn’t even there, and those are two completely separate events . . .” Since the book has been published, they now say to each other, “You’ll have to ask Cheryl—she’s the one who remembers all of that stuff . . .” The credibility of my memory has not changed. My appreciation for the power of the written word has.

how is babycakes?

Twelve years old and as agile and self-satisfied as ever. He still plays the odd game of golf, maintains a fine collection of busyballs, and relentlessly hunts bugs, shadows, and wild hairs. He takes his work as feline alarm clock and bathroom attendant very seriously. Since Mommy got a digital camera, he has been trying his hand as male model.

and is this your “beloved”?

Yes. Still. Eight years and counting. See “How Does My Family Feel . . .” She is a woman who enjoys intimate sharing and public privacy. I am a person who would tell the person sitting next to me on the bus all about my love life. But I am not always good about clueing in the people who live with me every day. I was an unpublished writer when she met me. I don’t suppose either one of us imagined that would ever change—or how it might affect us, if it did.


revenge of the paste eaters

in our fifth grade art class there were two acknowledged artists, Louisa McFarland and Samantha Serene. Billy Stewart was clever, but his artwork was more inventive than fundamentally skilled. We knew what we could do, and we could have done what Billy Stewart did, if only we had thought of it: when Samantha or Louisa drew a picture of a dog, we could not only distinguish which species of four-legged animal they drew, we could identify the breed. Billy Stewart would have made us see that what he drew was a dog as well, but he would have done something like incorporating the letters into the shape. Trick art. We were not looking for creativity in our fifth grade art class. We were looking for a representation that required more dexterity and deeper vision than the rest of us had. We were literal critics and we were looking for literal art.

Off somewhere in the distance the Adults—that vast, amorphous collection of order-giving people taller than we were—were Doing Something, but I have long since forgotten what. Whatever it was, they wanted everyone to know about it, and to make that happen they needed posters. Lots and lots of colorful, attention-grabbing posters. Some bright Adult must have turned to others of his kind and said, “Let’s get kids to do it—everybody loves kid art, and they’ll work dirt cheap.” And the poster contest was born.

“You could win prizes,” our teacher told us as she wrote the pertinent poster information on the blackboard. She passed out sheets of construction paper while continuing, “The first prize is ten dollars. You just have to make sure that the words on the blackboard appear somewhere on your poster.”

We studied the board critically. Some of us squinted with one eye and held up certain colors against the backdrop of the blackboard, rocking the sheets to the right or left while we conjured up our designs. Others twisted our hair around our fingers or chewed our erasers while deep in thought. We had plans for that ten-dollar grand prize, each and every one of us. I’m going to spend mine on bubblegum, one hopeful would announce, while another practiced looking solemn and wise and prematurely rich.

“Don’t eat the paste, Cheryl,” the teacher warned me as she set the jar on my desk. Our paste was white and came in quart jars like mayonnaise, and when it dried out it turned that same translucent color on the edges of the glass. I loved paste. I don’t recall that it had much taste. Vegetarian grease, perhaps, if there were such a thing, would have tasted like grade school paste. No one ate it for the taste: we ate it for the smell, which was some distant member of the mint family—wintergreen, perhaps—and those of us who ate paste ate it as if eating enough of it would make it taste the way it smelled.

Everyone in the class made a poster. Some of us used parts of those lacy paper napkins, while the design purists utilized nothing but colored construction paper. Some of us used big, bold designs, and some of us preferred to gather our art tidily down in one corner of our poster and let the space draw the viewer’s attention to it. Some of us would wander past Louisa McFarland’s or Samantha Serene’s desks and then return to our own projects with a growing sense of despair. Life was not fair. It was yet another grown-up trick of the sort they seemed especially fond, making all of us believe we had a fair chance, and then always—always—rewarding the same old winners.

I believe my poster featured a sailboat, but I can’t say that with any certainty. I made it. I admired it. I determined it to be the very best of all of the posters I had seen, and then I turned it in.

Minutes passed.

No one came along to give me the grand prize, and then someone distracted me, and I probably never would have thought about that poster again.

Except I won.

My poster won the grand prize.

I was still sitting at my desk, thinking, What poster? when the teacher gave me an envelope with a ten-dollar bill in it and everyone in the class applauded for me. I might have enjoyed my moment of artistic glory more if I could have remembered the poster, but it was attention and I sucked up attention like a damp sponge.

I won, and I had a ten-dollar bill in my pocket to prove it.

I had pretty much forgotten it all over again ten minutes later.

Ten minutes later was when Louisa McFarland walked up to me and said, “Congratulations on winning the poster contest.”

I nodded politely. Louisa McFarland did not talk to me all that often. Not many of my classmates did. I was a good student who got along well with teachers, but I had yet to strike that delicate balance of tact and discretion so necessary for playing well with kids my own age. I was a dark child, fatalistic by nature and sometimes distressingly blunt, and I had come to expect emotional and social disaster at almost any turn.

“The prize really should have been mine,” Louisa went on. “My poster would have won, except I took it home to work on it and it got ruined in the rain.”

Sometimes life is just like that, but I didn’t know that then. I believed her. Louisa was an artist: my most obvious skill in art class was eating paste. It made perfect sense to me that if I won something, someone would be along shortly to explain why I didn’t deserve the prize. I thought about just handing over my winnings to her, but I didn’t want to. I may have had the self-esteem of a rock, but I was in intimate touch with my own greed.

To my silenceshe said, “I worked on it really hard.”

Her best friend said to me, “You should give her the money.”

I kept it. I agonized over it from time to time: but I kept it. I felt badly that everyone in my class would hear that I was the heartless bully who cheated Louisa McFarland out of her rightful reward: but I kept it.

So what I learned from winning the poster contest was that I had no valuable skills as an artist. My skills leaned more toward plucking defeat from the jaws of victory, and barging through doors that were already open. I successfully avoided any opportunity to win by default in art contests for the next forty-odd years.

Still, I have always dreamed of being able to draw. People whose drawing skills I have envied aloud have said to me, “Anybody can draw—maybe you should just take a class.” But my inner child cannot be so easily tricked. My inner child has always understood that the only art contest she ever entered she won because of rain damage. Ever vigilant against ego flares, my inner child can turn that advice right around to mean that anyone who does something well assumes everyone else can do it well because it comes so easily to them. In the years that I have shared my hopes and dreams with my Beloved, however, I may have mentioned my desire to draw a time or two too many because she began leaving around conspicuous little sticky notes with the whens and wheres of drawing classes. This fall I missed the registration deadline for all of the drawing classes, but I did sign up for and actually appear for a watercolor class put on by our local art museum.

I showed up for class with an empty bag. I could have brought along my two sets of colored pencils, the watercolor paint set I got for Christmas when I was seven, my artist’s eraser, and my impressive paper and blank book collections because I own all of that. I love art supplies. I love art stores and always have. I am the only childless fifty-year-old lesbian on the block who owns three complete sets of the 64-color crayons (both the old colors and the new). My Beloved finally convinced me to take the class by saying, “Think of all of the new supplies you’ll need to buy!” I didn’t take my preexisting supplies to class with me, however, because for an additional fee . . . I could buy more.

I haven’t drawn, painted, quilted, colored, or stained very much in my life because I am extremely vague on the concept of how colors interact. I have colored enough Easter eggs to know that blue and yellow make green. Beyond that, I am a photographer, not an artist—all of the colors I need in photography are already there. Our instructor murmured for a while about “swoozling” and drawing from the right side of the brain, and then she said to the class, “You need to be painting!” Someone handed me a child’s miniature plastic muffin pan, and they gave me—and I am serious here—three shades of blue, two shades of red, and one yellow and they said, “Paint.”

I thought about all of the things that are blue, red, or yellow.

Everyone else in the class began madly swoozling. Recklessly and completely without regard for the integrity of their paint they dipped their brushes in this color and then another, then into a glass of dirty water, and they made little piles of colors—pinks, oranges, magentas that they seemed to make up on the spot.

“What would you like to paint?” the instructor prompted me, and I sat there, staring at three blues, two reds, and a yellow in the bottom of a minature plastic muffin tin. I thought to myself, What the hell am I doing here? I have no skills in art. I have to go home now. It was only a matter of time before Louisa McFarland would show up and explain why she should have custody of all of my unused art supplies.

“You really thought you could walk into the class and just know everything they were going to teach?” my Beloved inquired when we discussed it later.

“But I didn’t know anything,” I wailed. “They kept saying things like ‘blue is the coldest color’—what is so ‘cold’ about blue? I like blue.”

“Have you ever taken an art class before?”

“Of course not,” I dismissed. “I don’t have any artistic skills.”

“Maybe that’s what art classes are for.”

I scowled.

“I never realized life was this hard for you,” she marveled.

We were teetering now on the edge of dangerous terrain. I was the kid who ate paste in art class in the fifth grade. I have worked, scrubbed, and polished my public self for nearly a lifetime since then, until, to the untrained eye, I might appear confident, relaxed, and even comfortable in social settings. I have a droll but amusing sense of humor. I have learned how to make friends. But buried deep inside is still a ten-year-old paste eater with one ear always cocked for those subtle remarks that imply I somehow overlooked another rule, that there’s something about all that social interaction stuff that I still don’t get.

“I can do this class,” I said sullenly.

“It’s a class,” my Beloved said. “It’s supposed to be fun.” And I can hear my mother’s voice echoing from the past: You just never seem to have any fun, Sherry . . .

I paid ninety bucks to take this watercolor class. First I’m going to order fifty dollars’ worth of books about colors and all of the mischievous things they’ve been doing with each other while I wasn’t looking. And then I’m going to go back to that class and I’m going to have FUN.

If it kills me.


scenes from a road trip

my friends and i are Midwestern women. The three of them—my partner, Nancy (my Beloved), her sister Mary, and their prodigal friend Susan—grew up in the same small town: I grew up in a small town an hour away and a couple of back streets wider, but it’s all the same, German/English/Scottish Protestant farmers with the odd Italian Catholic thrown in for color. We are a practical people, not big risk-takers. (The big risk-takers, as other authors have pointed out, migrated on west.) We are suspicious of people who show off too much or appear to be having too much fun. Dead Calvinists are salted down around our roots. We are people who tend our roots. We plant trees in our yard that take thirty to fifty years to mature. We expect to still be there. We expect nothing to have changed all that much between now and then.

We are also women who, for one reason or another, have had reason to look at that heritage not only for its strengths but also for its weaknesses. There are relatives not all that long buried in Nancy’s family and mine who would not embrace our relationship. There are relatives still alive who would prefer we just not talk about it. Susan left the Midwest years ago and moved to the South, having always found the fit here in conformityland a touch too binding: she has come home for the summer to heal after an emotional battering, but none of us expect her to stay. She hates the cold—both literally and figuratively—too much. Mary, whose life on the surface is the most conventional, has struggled with Western medicine’s curious indifference to anything that cannot be cut out or drugged. She is still married to her childhood sweetheart, a man she seems truly to love and a man who has doubtless made her loyalty a challenge. (“But it’s always been interesting,” she will comment later.)

We have driven a hundred and fifty miles to stay overnight in a basement, drink bad coffee for breakfast, and have our fortunes told.

Before I met my Beloved I had never heard of Camp Chesterfield and, except for a brief dalliance with the occult years ago, I had rarely consulted a psychic. During that brief dalliance I took “psychic lessons” with a group of friends, all of whom either possessed skills and insights greater than I could imagine or they were all crazier than loons, but I am not necessarily qualified to make that determination. Many of my friends in this class had spent their lives half in/half out of the psychic world; I had once answered a phone before it rang. I loved the idea of a psychic class, but my mind has never been flexible enough to bend around corners. I wanted to believe them. Ultimately I came to believe that agreeing to spend time in a room where people are doing things I have never done before does not automatically make me “open” to the possibilities. Sometimes it just makes me scowl.

My Beloved’s friend Susan returned this summer—for the summer—after having wandered the far edges of the country, and while the two of them were exchanging stories and memories, they determined we should all make a trip to the tiny community of psychics known as Camp Chesterfield in Anderson, Indiana, to have our futures told. A variety of our friends were included in the planning phases of this trip, but when we left it was the four of us.

I am the youngest of the group, for whatever that’s worth. I’m fifty-four. And I am an eldest child, a distinction that seems fairly benign to Mary and me, but which Nancy and Susan claim had not gone unnoticed. Susan has spent most of this summer with her sister/mother, who is seventeen years her senior, and she has already told me the caretaker/charge relationship she had hoped might mellow into sisterhood has remained as rigid and role-defined as it was when she was four. Susan has spots chafed raw by too much exposure to big sisters. Big sisters, Susan maintains, have no concept of what it means to be the baby.

Nor am I younger than any of them by very much. In order of seniority we are Mary and Susan, who are within months of each, then Nancy, then me. Age is not the issue and birth order hardly matters to women our age: like old hens in the yard, we just like to keep the pecking order straight. We are four women packed into Mary’s SUV and headed for a psychic camp for a short weekend.

Nancy loves the SUV. It’s big. It’s white. It commands authority on the road. Drivers who might challenge her little green Toyota hesitate and give way to the SUV. It looks like a man’s vehicle. There is no man in it or anywhere near it, but it muscles us down the road like a bodyguard. Step aside, step aside. We feel little and important and protected inside, although it is a proud member of the most dangerous class of vehicles on the road.

I had written an article about fat girls shopping for dress-up clothes that Nancy has me read to the group. She and I are women of size: Mary and Susan are not. Nancy has heard it at least three times by now (she also lived it) and she laughs at my best lines. She and I are in the front and I can’t tell how the women in the back are reacting.

It’s clear to me that appearances are important to Susan. She is a small blond, a configuration of color and appearance I have in the past jokingly referred to as “the enemy.” Susan is not my enemy. My “enemy” is some small, arrogant blond who may or may not have existed back in junior high school or perhaps even further back than that. A stereotype gleaned from after-school soap operas or romance novels. My enemy is a lifetime of total strangers walking up to me to recommend diets their great aunt Sarah tried with amazing results, and she was “almost as big as you are” when she started. My distrust of Susan has nothing to do with Susan, the woman who is my partner’s childhood friend, and it is not Susan’s fault she reminds me of the daughter my mother wished she had or the popular high school cheerleading career I once so desperately wished I had. I have grown confident enough in my writing and angry enough about what presumptions about size and character do to all of us that I can read out loud about being as wide as I am tall to small and exquisitely proportioned women without gritting my teeth or flinching. I always know where they are.

We stop for dinner at a restaurant in downtown Auburn that turns out to be a cafeteria. They advertise “over 50 selections” on the way in. We settle in, order our drinks, drift along the salad bar adding bits of this and that to our composite. By the time I sit down at the table Susan is already talking to Mary, who answers, “I wore them for Bob because he was so curious about them.”

Bob is a friend of ours, a gay man studying the ministry. It is a tribute to my affection for him and his tolerance for different points of view that he and I are even friends. (I have issues with conventional religion as well.) Bob was supposed to come with us on this trip but had to cancel at the last minute.

I study Mary thoughtfully, trying to imagine what she might have worn that my friend Bob would be curious about. I check her clothes, her earrings, I am about to duck discreetly under the table to check her shoes when I realize she has breasts. This gives me an interesting insight into my friend Bob, and I laugh. “You’re wearing boobs,” I note. “I like them—they look very nice.”

Mary had a radical mastectomy four years before. When she was first diagnosed with breast cancer she studied all of the available information about breast cancer, implants, and their accompanying potential problems. She opted not to replace one problem with another. Now, however, she is considering a career change into an industry where conventional physical appearance is more important—she’s decided to become a professional dealer for one of the local casinos, and flat-chested women don’t get as many tips.

“I hate them,” Mary says. They get in her way and make her feel claustrophobic. She is allergic to virtually all adhesives, and the breasts are glued in some fashion to her chest. “I can’t wait to get where we’re going and see what this adhesive has done.”

Right now she works for a heating and cooling company where she is one of perhaps two women—the rest are all plumbers and metal fabricators, all men. She has never made any secret about her breast cancer or the mastectomy required to save her life. For all I know the men she has worked with know all about the $6,000 replacement breasts she bought—they’ve had all day to notice them.

The women in Nancy and Mary’s family are heavy-breasted women, even while the rest of their bodies are, like Mary’s, fairly standard. Her breasts have always embarrassed her and she has told us more than once she is perfectly happy flat-chested.

I don’t know what to say to a woman who has faced down cancer—who is still facing down cancer—but I know that facts are more comfortable for her than emotions, so we talk about size. She tells about walking into a lingerie store and trying on bras, stuffing wads of toilet paper in them to try to decide what size she felt would suit her. She told us the salesclerks were all women our age who looked at her with silent panic in their eyes. They told her they had no idea how to fit her and called their manager, a pert little “twenty-year-old” whose friends were all alive and who therefore saw the whole adventure as a lark.

We are flying through the dark between Fort Wayne and Anderson. Nancy is still driving. She has me tell the group about my desk partner, a redheaded woman of size who was driving off some bottled-up hostility the night she was pulled over by a state trooper for talking on her cell phone while driving.

She saw his flasher in her rearview mirror, but she determined she had done nothing wrong and kept driving.

He pulled up beside her and waved at her with his index finger.

She ignored him.

He started “getting obnoxious,” she told me, which I took to mean he pulled up beside her and edged her toward the side of the road, so she pulled off.

He walked up to her car. He said, through the two-inch crack she made for him, “You were driving down the road and talking on the cell phone at the same time—that’s a very dangerous practice . . .”

“But,” said my cubiclemate, “one that is completely legal in the state of Michigan.”

“Still,” said the trooper, “it’s dangerous.”

“Did I use the proper turn signals when I passed you?” she challenged.

“You did.”

“Was I speeding when I passed you?”

“No.”

“Then why did you stop me?”

“I stopped you to warn you . . .”

“You didn’t have any reason to stop me,” she said.

“Ma’am,” he said, “get out of the car.”

She said, “No.”

He said, “Get out of the car.”

She said, “You go call your supervisor and bring him down here—otherwise I’m not getting out.”

He said, his voice very determined now, “Ma’am—get out of the car.”

She said, “You don’t have a leg to stand on and I’m not getting out of this car.”

He stood there. He turned around, walked back to his car, got in, and drove away.

We all agreed we would have been peeing our pants in terror when he told her to get out of the car, and we elected her our honorary queen.

About half of the year, travel in Indiana involves the perpetual question, “Is that their time or ours?” Hoosiers claim the confusion is the fault of Michiganders who go on daylight savings time while Hoosiers stay the same. This is not entirely true, because “their time” depends on what part of Indiana you happen to be in: the northwestern counties match their time to nearby Chicago, which is daylight savings time in the next time zone.

We arrived at Camp Chesterfield at either 8:30 or 9:30, depending on whose time you use. Whatever time it was, the front desk for the dormitory was closed and so we were instructed to just go ahead and pick out our beds.

We stayed in the women’s dorm. The women’s dorm is a huge basement room filled with single beds arranged to make the best use of a big open space. Each single bed has a matching antique dresser. Each bed is made up with the clean linens from an estate sale. Everything is clean, everything has been used a hundred times before. Everything smells faintly of mildew. Almost all of the furniture in Camp Chesterfield reminds me of what my parents or their friends had in their lake cottages when I was in junior high. Lodging in the dorm costs us ten dollars apiece for the night.

Mary is sitting on the edge of her bed. She has a kind of how stupid is this? expression on her face. In each hand she is holding a purple satin bag, reminiscent of a Crown Royal bag, with a purple drawstring top.

“How’s it going?” I check with her.

She holds up one bag. “This is what they go in,” she says. Each bag holds a plastic breast. Each breast has a small transparent form-keeper it slides into.

“They’re lovely,” I compliment her.

“She’s a container lover,” Susan reminds Mary.

We come over to admire her breasts, which have not blistered her chest as she thought they had. Now she holds one in each hand. Each has a nipple and a textured areola. Each has a small flap that curves around her rib cage. The side that goes up against her skin is made of a particularly absorbent material that is designed to collect sweat. To wash them, she tells us, she has to let that material absorb as much water as it can, squeeze it out with a towel, and then lay it on the floor and gently but firmly step on it.

She tucks them into their shape-keeper and then their purple drawstring bags, tucks them into her suitcase, and then she just shrugs.

I would have to say, just as an observation, that psychics are not by nature businesspeople. Everyone who works and lives at Camp Chesterfield is a psychic. The desk clerk, the people who run the diner, the groundskeepers, and the clerks in the bookstore—all are psychics. Camp Chesterfield is a big grassy park, around which are a row of cottages two deep in a big U-shape, and in these cottages live the established professional fortune-telling psychics of the community. There are rules and regulations and politics involved in living in and owning these cottages, and in particular, what happens to these cottages when the original owners are no longer able or interested in living there. Since I’ve only set foot on the grounds twice and make no claims whatsoever to their world, they do not share their private workings of the community with me: I only know that there are the established professionals with their tablets out in front of their cottages where guests can sign up for a private reading, and the rest of the community fits itself in wherever it can, doing whatever has to be done while they wait for the acceptance and membership that has drawn them here.

But everyone here wants to practice their calling, not change linens or fry burgers.

We never checked in, and when Nancy and Mary went looking for someone to help them cash out Nancy started to say, “One of our group dropped out,” and the woman said, “I know—your friend Rae couldn’t make it.”

Nancy just stood there, looking at her.

“You forget where I work,” the clerk reminded her.

At 8:30 in the morning of an all-day moneymaking event the restaurant pop machine stopped making ice and was out of four out of the eight selections of pop. The breakfast line was closed at a quarter to ten because the cook ran out of meat, and the lunch line opened with a woman sitting at the cash register who had no idea how much anything cost or how to ring it up. It was all I could do to keep Nancy and Mary from vaulting over the counter and taking charge of the kitchen.

We were attending the first ever Spiritfest, a largely outdoor activity spread around the grounds of Camp Chesterfield where mosquitoes the size of bumblebees sapped the life force out of terrified guests. There were artisans selling their wares, musicians performing, and the grounds themselves, lush and unseasonably green, to roam—but those who ventured outside soon came back to the foodless, drinkless restaurant with giant welts all over their bodies and dark, sickly circles under their eyes. Rumor had it one driver lost his temper and thumped a mosquito and put a big dent in his bumper.

I run into a friend at the Spiritfest who gives me the name of a psychic I should consult. “He’s wonderful,” she assures me, “you’ll love him.”

The psychics who do not have cottages of their own have gathered in the far end of the dining hall, where each has a small table arranged with a clipboard for scheduling appointments, their business cards, and whatever small touch of grace they feel will give us a sense of their gift. One woman has thrown a lovely scarf with a dragonfly in batik over her table. Several other tables have floral arrangements. One psychic does readings based on flower petals, several others read tarot cards.

I sign up for the young man I will “love,” and then I wander the grounds alone for a while to absorb the ambiance. Nancy has told me the entire property hums with the vibrant energies of the people who live there, and for a while I struggle to hear or taste or in any way sense this. I have never seen anyone’s aura. I have never been blessed with any sense of who or what a person is beyond the obvious. My cat, from all appearances, has more insight into the characters who come to visit his house than I do.
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