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I dedicate this book to my parents, who continue to be the best parents they can by supporting and understanding my decision to write Pigs Can’t Swim, despite their own emotional discomfort at what my child-self observed and thought. I have raised only two children, and there are many times I wish I could go back and do things differently. I don’t want to imagine raising nine. I am grateful for how hard my parents worked and for how much they gave us when they had so little. There is nothing they wouldn’t do to help any of their children just as there is nothing their children wouldn’t do to help them. I couldn’t have written Pigs Can’t Swim without them.

And to Eric Peppe, who continues to be my rocket man.


 

“It’s better to be good than evil, but one achieves goodness at a terrific cost.”

—STEPHEN KING

“And yet to every bad there is a worse.”

—THOMAS HARDY

“The least I can do is speak out for those who cannot speak for themselves.”

—JANE GOODALL

“I wish people would realize that animals are totally dependent on us, helpless, like children, a trust that is put upon us.”

—JAMES HERRIOT


Author’s Note

I come from an unreal place, where the believable and the unbelievable wove into a reality that became my personal truth. This truth is a product of where I stood at the bottom of a large family, of what I saw and of what I thought as my siblings and parents wrought their own truths. They could not have seen exactly what I did, because I occupied the spot they would need to see it. Instead, they saw things I couldn’t. They can’t have thought what I thought because, despite DNA, my brain is my own. We all had different windows with different views and remember that which was important to us at the moment. I am convinced, probably a result of reading so many books about chimpanzees, that we remember mainly those things which we need to for survival. A child’s brain is like flypaper that hangs from a barn ceiling: it doesn’t get to choose which memories fly away free and which memories stick to death.

The characters in this book are real and not composites, but I altered features and names to protect identities. Some scenes are composites as childhood is overly long and overly repetitive, mostly the same, day after day. I did my best to recreate dialogue out of the mush of thousands of conversations, my own and others, that were, again, mostly the same. I cannot guarantee that any scene or any conversation is a replica. In truth, I can say to do so would be a lie, but I can guarantee with complete confidence that these scenes and conversations are what I see and, most significantly, what I feel, when I look at the view out my childhood window.
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“What Were You Thinking?”

MY BROTHER, THE BLUSTERY-AND-FAVORED ONE WHO WAS OLDER by nine years, once said that skin and vinyl stick together like dollar bills to a stripper. I didn’t know at the time what a stripper did or where the bills would stick, but I did know firsthand that vinyl car seats stuck to any skin that was bare. My blustery-and-favored brother’s knowledge of girlie shows was limited to the Maine State Fair, thirty minutes from our house. This fair drew furtive- and guilty-looking males from behind their Rototillers, hoes, and rakes to the only type of event that featured the only type of dancers who had the power to make my mother behave like herself in public.

“I’ll have no son of mine gawking at strippers. There’s no need of women dancing around like that, and I have half a mind to tell them so myself,” she snapped one late September evening between gritted teeth at the teenager she dragged across the parking lot by the ear. She’d already pinched both his cheeks, and he wore her disappointment on his face like misplaced blush. “They’re nothing but tramps and hussies. Now get in the car before I wring your neck.” She slapped at his chest and shoulders in stops and starts.

My mother was able to make a face of venomous contempt with only slight adjustments to her mouth and eyes. She could go from speaking to my father with a pleasant, approachable expression to speaking to her kids as if pleasure never existed. When she saw one of her children hadn’t done the last thing she’d requested or, worse, said he did when he didn’t, she changed more swiftly than Superman right before my eyes. In years to come I would study all women’s faces to see if they had this superpower, and I would learn that not only did they have it—even the kindest-faced jolly females—but I had it too.

The youngest of nine, I often watched my siblings as they received their lessons. Never sorry for anything but getting caught, they tensed their muscles, tucked their chins to their chests, and hunched their shoulders as they endured, much like apes in a tropical downpour. From my spot on the perimeter of the family in the days when I was still cute and innocent, I wondered about “need” and “knowing better” each time my parents shouted things like “there’s no need of that” and “you know better.”

I’d feel darts of shame for wanting to see what went on behind the plywood walls that were painted with pictures of jutting-breasted women who dressed as Wonder Woman might if she were going swimming. What did these tramps and hussies do that caused men to line up and wait, that gave these women so much power? I’d learned shortly after birth that men didn’t expect to wait for anything, especially their meals, their cigarettes, the bathroom, or the screwdriver they yelled for while holding pieces of metal or wood together. I wanted to know the difference between a hussy and a superhero, and I wanted to know why we sometimes found my father outside those walls, claiming when we’d found him that he’d gotten lost.

Later that night, after I got home and lay in my bed, as two of my sisters giggled nearby in their own beds about something they claimed I could never understand because I was too young, I considered how the dancers got money to stick to them. With an ever-growing desire for chocolate—Kit-Kats, Charleston Chews, Marathon Bars, and Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, I was desperate for cash. Did the strippers have to do anything for money? Was it uncomfortable?

SOMETIMES THE SEAT IN THE FAMILY CAR BURNED SO HOT I stood until the wind from the open windows cooled the sun-baked surfaces. When I had a choice, I’d make myself a pretend home in the carpeted way-back with books and a worn black blanket, and I’d let the curvy roads rock my body the fifteen miles from home into the City-of-the-Library, where we grocery shopped and bought hardware for farm and house repairs. This city landscape’s most exciting point of interest was the waterfalls that fell with a wild rush of sound and splash into a boulder-filled river.

The City-of-the-Library and its sibling, the City-over-the-Bridge, were as different then as girlie-show strippers were from my mother. Disapproving of the French people who lived on one side of the City-over-the-Bridge and the dirty poor people who lived on the other, my parents crossed the river with repetitive judgments flowing from their mouths. I learned in my early years that there are three kinds of poor people: those who work but don’t have money, those who don’t have to work because the state gives them money, and those who work, have a little money, and pretend they are better than everyone else.

“You have all that you need. Think of the starving children in China and what have you,” my father would say to his youngest three children as he walked through the grocery store munching on chocolate-covered peanuts.

During one King’s department store errand I hid under a clothing rack and imagined how, after the workers left for the day, I’d sneak out and spend the night eating Reese’s Peanut Butter cups and Humpty Dumpty potato chips. As I waited, I squeezed my eyes shut tight and journeyed through the deep space that was filled with shooting stars behind my lids. When my mother found me and whisper-yelled, “I’ve been calling and calling, searching everywhere. Where have you been? What were you thinking?” I’d been to a faraway place, escaping to where only I could go. It didn’t occur to me to explain my ingenious candy plan. From watching my siblings I had already learned not to divulge information.

The next time I went to King’s I experimented with hairspray when no one was looking, wanting to see if I could get my hair to stick straight out like Pippy Longstocking’s braids. When I sprayed my eyes and screamed, with the sound beginning deep in my belly, I got the attention of the store manager, who stood with his chin down to his chest and his shoulders hunched while my mother berated him for placing the cans where children could reach them. She didn’t ask me what I was thinking that day but instead rushed me to the bathroom. I learned that a person could be sometimes pardoned from the why-would-you-do-such-a-thing? tirade if she was physically hurt.

During most errands I waited in the car, with books and possibly my plush Cat in the Hat or stuffed Snoopy in my lap. If winter, my toes would freeze in my shoes, my cheeks and mouth would grow stiff, and my muscles would tremble. After what felt like hours, my mother might appear with a box of Milk Duds or Junior Mints, and I would feel a rush of love and be relieved that my siblings had chosen to stay home, because now I wouldn’t have to share with anyone but my mother. My father had his own candy.

Returning from town to country, my father drove past trash-filled yards and maneuvered around dogs who sat in the middle of the road until our back tires caught their attention and they chased us. “Cussed dog,” “Damn dog,” “Stupid dog,” and honking were as much a part of car rides as burning vinyl seats. The day we hit a dog and it lay in the road yiking into deadly silence was a day my brain decided to weave lifelike images of death into its fibers as if inspired to begin a new project. In school, teachers would say, “Memorize the multiplication table, memorize when to carry, when to borrow,” and I’d want to so badly that I made my stomach sick with the stress of it. I would stare at the numbers, willing them into my brain, with the fear of the teacher yelling at me causing me to push myself. But the seconds of seeing chickens with their heads cut off, a cat thrown into the pond, a deer bleeding from a gunshot wound, or a dog dying in the road—those seconds I had no control over remembering and no control over forgetting, no matter how badly I wanted to.

If we’d purchased lumber in town that required the back window to be open, the wind would gust through and steal my breath. I experimented with surviving on as little air as possible. To hold my breath longer and longer seemed a skill worth honing. I would imagine from my place in the way-back what it would feel like to bounce out the window, and I pondered how far my parents would drive before they noticed. My mother might say, months later, as they drove toward home, “Remember, that’s where we lost Helen. What could she have been thinking? I wonder whatever happened to her.”

WHEN WE HAD NO CHORES SEVERAL SISTERS AND I WOULD sometimes walk to a man-made pond behind a long farmhouse. The water looked chocolate brown, like a stream out of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, but tasted like rot, and I don’t remember any of us ever touching or seeing the bottom. When I opened my eyes beneath the motionless water I saw nothing, not a sliver of light, not even the legs of my sisters and the boys they fondled. And I heard nothing, not even the frogs or the birds and snakes who sometimes ate them. There was nothing but the booming silence that had a faraway ring to it. Swimming furiously up and out with images of snarling monsters filling my mind, my heart thumped like a bass drum in my ears.

And once, there ahead of me, a parent stood big and solid, a mother to the male teenagers who were treading water with their shirts off, their naked chests shining with droplets above the murk. This mother gestured and screamed from the bank, and I was angry with myself for not seeing her first. I’m not sure how it came to be, possibly because I was the youngest, but I was the lookout, and now someone else’s mother screamed at us over the opaque water.

“You’re nothing but a bunch of dirty whores,” she shouted so loudly that her voice cracked and her spit flew. “Get your damn clothes back on and your filthy bodies away from my boys.”

Accused, cold sweat prickled over my chilled skin. My sister, the one my parents frequently threatened to send to the Opportunity Farm for Boys, a country boarding school for homeless children, because she feared no one and nothing and couldn’t be forced to pretend she did, might have splashed confidently out of the water, the word “Bitch” on her tongue. She might have smiled at the boys who understood the raise of her eyebrows and the curve of her mouth that meant, “Later.” I didn’t think the Opportunity Farm for Boys sounded like a place that would make either the boys or my sister miserable, and I wondered what kinds of opportunities these boys got when, from where I stood, to be male meant plenty of opportunity on its own.
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Mac

WHENEVER I HEARD MY MOTHER SAY, “LITTLE PITCHERS HAVE big ears,” I would grind my cavity-rich teeth in frustration. Especially when she said it to one of my siblings as if they were superior to me, part of an exclusive club. It was, it seemed, my family’s intent to keep me uninformed and confused. I didn’t know my parents’ first names until first grade, thinking of them only as Mamma and Daddy or as Honey and Old Goat. My sisters would say, “Shhh, here she comes,” and then giggle. In the beginning, to get back at them, I’d tattle if I discovered anything that could get them in trouble. My father knew this about me and would say, “You’re hearing things. I didn’t say anything.” My mother would say, “Mind your Ps and Qs.” In a group they’d say, “Little pitchers”—the code words for “Helen can hear us.”

What they did tell me wouldn’t stand any test. Santa never came down our chimney and out of the wood stove, his reindeer never stood on our barn roof. When I was sitting on the toilet one Christmas Eve, I heard my sisters call me a baby for believing he did. There was no tooth fairy and there has been no Apocalypse, although I waited for it, always expecting it, with the same apprehension a rabbit has when a hawk flies overhead. Was I going to be taken or not? My imagination never ran away with me because that’s impossible. My mother never called me, no matter how many times my father said she did to get rid of me. As far as I can tell, the bogeyman my sister said lived in my closet was a lie because I never saw him. I can’t see that weeding hundreds of rows of beans and corn built my character or that word problems about trains were necessary for me to succeed once I was in the real world. I learned no one who doesn’t want to be proven a liar should ever say with conviction that an animal can’t think, can’t feel, or can’t get in or out of something.

“Oh, he won’t get out of there,” my father said confidently, referring to a young pig he and my blustery brother had just locked in a barn pen. “Yup, that’ll hold ’em,” my brother agreed, kicking at a wall to test its strength. “It’s fine.” I stood there, barefoot, my toes digging into the hay that blended stubbornly with manure, and I watched the little pig jump and clamber at the plywood pen. I worried he’d get splinters in his delicate snout and thought if I fed him, he’d be happier. “I’ll get him some bread,” I said.

“He don’t need nothin’,” my father said. “He can wait until feeding time.”

I walked out of the barn, following my brother and father. Minutes later we heard a crash and turned around to see the pig land on all four cloven hooves before running off toward the gardens. Broken glass and pieces of wood littered the ground. “Guess he didn’t want to wait,” I said before I raced after him to the accompaniment of “Did you see that?” and “Cussed pig.”

THANKSGIVINGS WERE LOUD, SMOKY, AND SMELLY. ADULTS TALKED in voices that rose and fell over each other. Cigarette smoke and pungent onions made my eyes sting and water. Disliking the holiday for how my cousins and siblings banded together, leaving me alone with strange adults, I was thrilled when, one Thanksgiving, an uncle brought his small Labrador puppy, Mac.

“Smart as a whip,” he said proudly, setting him down in the kitchen. I loved him unconditionally before his big paws hit the linoleum.

After dinner the adults sat at the Formica kitchen table with pie and coffee. I sat on my mother’s lap, sipping her warm tea before sliding off her knees and down her shins to sit under the table with Mac. The aluminum legs mixed with the people legs, and big shoes formed a rectangle around me. I was secluded in a private cave. It was late afternoon and getting dark. I could hear the adults’ voices as a distant rumble from somewhere above me. My attention was focused solely on the black puppy who sniffed at the floor around the occupied shoes. Inching forward on my bottom, I reached his side, and he stopped his hunt to stare at me. I looked into his large eyes and hugged him, feeling as if we were connected by living outside of all the activity. I said, “I love you,” almost at the same time his teeth bit into the side of my nose and eyebrow. He might have growled. I screamed and was suddenly yanked backward up out of my cave into the harsh fluorescent light of the kitchen.

My mother held me so that I lay on my back across her knees. “Stop moving so that I can see your eye,” she commanded, but in a worried tone that caused fresh fear. I squeezed my eyes shut, and blood ran onto my lid and down my forehead into my hair. It was warm and then cold when someone put a bag of ice on my face.

“I can’t tell if he got her eye,” my mother said. “There’s too much blood.”

An adult yelled, “Get that damned dog out of here!”

“I don’t think he could have done that much damage. He’s just a puppy,” another male voice said, possibly my uncle. “Faces just bleed a lot.”

“A bite is a bite,” a woman said sternly, and no one bothered to argue with her logic.

“She’ll be fine,” my father said.

I could feel the pressure of people gathered around me. “Now stop all the noise and let me look,” my mother said again, removing the ice.

I worked to stop the sound, but I couldn’t stop gasping for air. I was embarrassed to have so many people staring at me. I wanted to know where Mac was, if he was still under the table, if he was scared of all the noise.

“I don’t think he got her eye,” my mother announced. “But it was close. Do you think she needs stitches?”

“Nah, it’ll heal and never show,” my father said, as if stitches and healing were the same thing.

“You should get her checked,” an aunt said. “I’d get her checked if she were mine. You don’t want to fool around with eyes.”

“There’s no need of all that,” my father said. “I’ve had worse.”

“Where’s Mac?” I sniffled, wanting to hug him better.

“Don’t you worry about the puppy. He’ll be fine,” my mother said, and pressed the ice tight against my forehead and nose.

A YEAR WISER THE FOLLOWING THANKSGIVING, I NOTICED THAT holidays meant killing extra animals. One day Tom was gobbling himself blue in the face when my parents eyed him, calculating how many people his unfeathered body would feed, and the next he was a centerpiece on the table, his chest stuffed with bread and onions. My siblings argued over who would get his legs and who would get his finest white and dark meat. The wishbone and neck were yet another fight. But to call meat by the name it bore in life was a sure way to get in more trouble than anyone wanted. “It’s just pot roast,” my mother would yell, slapping with whatever she had handy at the son or daughter who dared to say it was Suzie-Q or Tommy or Dewy or whoever.

I’d stare at the juicy meat on my plate in horror, remembering how the animal used to nuzzle my hands, lean into me, or lap and suck my fingers. I’d stare at the juicy meat and consider what the juice was and search for the veins and arteries I knew were there. I’d feel my stomach turn away from the possibility of incoming food, and the back of my throat would start to close in a gag. Suddenly all food would be suspect, even the cold, stringy tomatoes in my macaroni. I’d tell myself they weren’t bloody—how could they possibly be?—but my brain would fill with the image of clots, and my throat would contract to prevent anything from entering my stomach.

“Don’t think about it. Just eat!” my mother commanded, as if not thinking were a possibility.

THAT THANKSGIVING I WANTED TO STAY SEPARATE FROM THE adults’ never-ending, never-interesting conversation. There were no animals under the table to keep me in the house. After the dishes were washed I ran after my cousins and siblings, lagging behind, unable to keep up with their long-legged speed. The day was cold and overcast, and I was minus both mittens and a hat when I saw everybody climb the splintery wooden gate to the sheep pasture. They dashed off toward the distant pine trees, screaming in their game to outrun Henry the ram, who would chase them with his head lowered, charging. From evening chores to morning chores he lived in a stall that was barely the size of him. We could hear him slamming his pen’s front wall with his head from most anywhere on the farm. My blustery-and-favored brother would lift the door that slid up and down like a guillotine to let him in and out. My father often assured us: “Oh, Henry won’t hurt you. He’s all bluff. Just carry a hoe or a stick.”

Not willing to be left, I climbed the gate, jumped down into the pasture, paused for a second from the landing sting in my ankles, and then began to run across the frozen uneven ground. On my way I stopped to pat two girl sheep who liked to be scratched on their wooly heads just above their black noses. Their wool was greasy but warm against my bare fingers. I could feel my nails fill with dirt. Each time my fingers slowed, Molly pushed against my hand, and I didn’t want to disappoint her.

Suddenly she moved off with a nervous bleat, trotting like a fat lady in high heels. I looked away from her wide, wooly sides to see Henry racing toward me at an ungainly but surprisingly rapid gallop. I could hear chatter and laughter in the distance. I ran for the gate, reaching it at the same time Henry did. “Help!” I screamed, turning to yell for sisters who were too far away to hear. The ram got me hard in the stomach and backed up to charge again, head lowered. I don’t know what my mouth did as his forehead hit me a second and a third time, as if I were his archenemy. I had no breath left to make noise and was certain I was going to die when a man yanked me up by my armpits, scraping my back on the gate’s boards. He ran with me toward the house, my manure-covered shoes flopping against his legs.

Later, when I’d been pronounced “fine,” could take a full breath, and had stopped hiccupping and twitching, I made a plan to start patting Henry in his stall like I did the ewes. I’d never spent much time with him because he was locked in his sheep-sized box separate from the other animals who lived in larger stalls I could open myself. When Henry died unexpectedly and my parents covered his grave with large rocks so that nothing could dig him up, my mother cried and said, “He wasn’t like that nasty one we had. He was such a good-natured ram.”

UNTIL I STARTED SCHOOL I RARELY SAW ADULTS WHO WEREN’T my parents unless the mailman happened to catch me outside or we visited one of my mother’s many sisters and brothers. My father had several siblings, too, but they had a dark history and no teeth or need to see each other. If we went to town, I avoided people, searching instead for stray dogs to give a pat, a hug, or any scrap of food I had in my pocket. Often I was saved the trouble of searching, as they found me. “It’s a wonder Helen doesn’t get bitten or something worse,” my mother said, forgetting, despite the grooved scar beside my eye, that I’d already been bitten. “She hugs the mangiest-looking creatures. I just don’t get it.”

“One of these times she’ll be sorry,” my father said. “Cussed strays.”

The summer following the dog bite my mother told me and several of my siblings to get into the car; we were going to visit her brother. As soon as I realized this was the brother who owned Mac, I got in the way-back of the station wagon, where I rolled and ricocheted off the walls with my hair-twirling-pretty sister as the car wove hairpin curves and sped down hills. Once there, I raced out to find a large brown Labrador barking at the end of a chain. When he saw me, he stood on his hind legs and pawed the air with his front legs like the black stallion in one of my books. He made strangling and gasping sounds as he forced his neck to stretch to its limit. I stared at him, considering whether a Lab could change color from black to brown. I tried to pat the dog’s blocky head without getting tripped by his chain or knocked over by one of his flailing legs. Finding nothing in his face that I could recognize as Mac, I ran to find my cousin who was the closest to me in age. She was on a play gym.

“Where’s Mac?” I asked.

“Who’s Mac?”

“Your dog,” I said, confused she didn’t know.

She frowned at me. “Oh, Mac. We put him down ages ago.”

I felt a heaviness in my stomach like I might need to use her bathroom. Living where I did, how I did, I knew what putting down meant. “Why?” I asked. My mouth was dry.

“Because he bit you. How could you forget that? Now we have Duke.”

I could hear Duke barking and whining in the distance. His whines pulled at my heart.

My fingers went to my eye and traced the scar. “But why did you do that? He didn’t mean to bite me. My mother said he was fine.”

“Fine and dead,” my cousin said, swinging off the monkey bars to land near me. “Want to go in my room and play with my new doll?” Her room was beautiful with beautiful clothes, a beautiful bed, and beautiful dolls. I wondered why she didn’t have books.

I followed my cousin out of the yard to sit with her on the plush carpet of her princess-like room. Duke clanked his chain behind me, and I followed her as though I didn’t have a care beyond playing with dolls. It was as though “fine and dead” was the same as “fine and dandy” in a world where fine had no meaning at all.
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Liar, Liar, Pants on Fire

IT WAS SATURDAY, AND MY STOMACH RUMBLED AS I FANTASIZED about taking the last piece of pink pie in the refrigerator. I wondered if I could get away with eating all of it, then decided I’d eat only half of it, then only a tiny slice so no one would notice. My parents’ car had just disappeared around the bend in the dirt road for errands in town. I watched for an opportunity, waited for people, a mix of siblings, to go upstairs or outside or to the bathroom.

As soon as my parents had left, my sisters had slipped in an eight-track tape and begun dancing, and three of them were jumping around the living room and singing at the top of their lungs, “Cracklin’ Rosie, you’re a store-bought woman.” I couldn’t see them, but I could feel the house shake. “Like a guitar humming,” the windows rattled. My sister-who-holds-grudges-longer-than-God was making cookies that she baked every Saturday, cookies that I liked for only about fifteen minutes after she took them out of the oven. She sang, “Play it now, play it now, play it now, my baby” while she shook her hips in front of the counter.

I didn’t care about Neil Diamond or about dancing. I cared about pie. I tucked my legs around the cold metal rungs of the green vinyl chair where I sat and tried to look innocent as I drew horse and rabbit heads on butcher paper. I began to fume about why my mother made the pink pie only once a year. “Is pink pie hard to make?” I’d asked her four days before, leaning against the lower white cupboards, watching her.

“Not as hard as your father’s apple pies,” she’d answered as she’d boiled the pink syrup on the stove. “That crust never does what it’s supposed to.”

She baked apple pies year round. “Is pink pie expensive?”

“Not really. It’s just Jell-O and sugar.”

“Can you make more if everyone eats it?” I’d asked.

“No, it’s just for Thanksgiving,” she’d said, and I didn’t dare to ask the next question that sat on my tongue: “Why?”

MY STOMACH RUMBLED LOUDER AND DEEPER, AND I THOUGHT I wouldn’t be able to stand the hunger much longer. I pictured the pie sitting in the fridge beside the Jell-O filled with weird bits of fruit that I couldn’t eat without gagging. I considered making up a reason for my baking sister to leave the room. Lies began to form in my head, one to get her to leave the room and another in case anyone noticed the missing food. Before I had time to decide on the best story, my blustery-and-favored brother slammed into the house shouting, “The barn’s on fire!”

My sister-who-holds-grudges-longer-than-God turned off the mixer and said, “Oh stop being such a meatball. It isn’t either,” holding her spatula up in front of her. I eagerly eyed the chocolate chip dough that clung to the rubber. Then she looked out the window over the sink beside her and shouted, “Oh my God, it is!” She threw the spatula on the counter beside the dirty measuring cups and raced out the kitchen door, her long hair flying, leaving the dough and the pink pie unguarded.

I stayed in my chair until I heard her feet on the porch, and then I ran to the fridge. I found the pie instantly, as if it were a beacon of heavenly light, and I dug my fingers into the chilled pink firmness, stuffing it with pieces of sugary graham cracker crust into my mouth, chewing and swallowing so fast I could barely taste it. “Find us a dream that don’t ask no questions, ba ba ba,” my sisters shouted, and the house protested with each jump. I climbed onto the counter and scooped out a clump of raw cookie batter. My sister-who-holds-grudges-longer-than-God entered suddenly in a blast of cold air with a black rabbit hugged to her chest. I wondered if there was anything on my face and licked my lips as I pretended to look out the window.

“Stay inside and do not move!” she ordered when she saw me start to slide off the counter. It was as if she no longer cared about her cookies. I loved this sister but resented her bossiness. Someday I would be the one to boss people around. I could hardly wait for my turn. She often locked the three of us youngest girls out of the house when our mother was away so that she could watch Somerset without hearing anyone titter. I didn’t understand why she disliked laughing but was okay with fists pounding on the door and shouts of “I’m gonna tell!” Sometimes I hid behind the brown rocking chair in the living room where she couldn’t find me, and I flipped through my mother’s encyclopedias, searching for pictures of naked people.

She rushed out again, and I jumped down to sit on the floor and soothe Blackie, whose eyes were wide and round and whose muscles were tight with the need to flee. I picked him up and cuddled his soft trembling body in my arms. His long ears were cold beneath my fingers. I noticed six oval-shaped pellets on the linoleum that reminded me of the chocolate peanuts my father got when he watched my mother grocery shop. I hoped that a fire was a good enough reason for animal poop in the house. It was getting cold in the kitchen, so I took him farther away from the entry to the room that had a black-and-white television in it, some plants, and my mother’s sewing machine. I sat on the brown scratchy carpet and shivered. No one bothered to shut any doors, and I could hear my mother’s voice in my head, “How hard is it to close a door? What do you think we live in? A barn?” And today it was kind of funny because of the rabbit in my lap. The music stopped.

“What’s going on?” My tough-yet-admirable sister asked, gazing down at me.

“Barn’s on fire,” I answered, proud to know something she didn’t.

She didn’t bother to look out the kitchen window but just ran outside barefoot. My mind swirled with admiration that she could stand the frozen ground on her naked feet. She was tough about everything. When my mother beat her with the broom, she laughed. My hair-twirling-pretty sister and sad-tittering sister came into the kitchen and stood on their tiptoes to look out the window. They didn’t ask me any questions, they didn’t even seem to notice me, but I was glad I’d eaten the pie and cookie dough when I did.

I’D HEARD MANY TIMES ABOUT ALL THE FIRES IN THE HOUSE before I was born and the fires in the houses my family had lived in before that and the fires up the road on the hill beyond us. I knew my mother had lost her wedding dress, all her school papers, newspaper clippings, marriage and birth records. She’d told me about the one fire that took everything. She didn’t know how it had started. The mystery scared me the most. She’d prepared my father’s breakfast as usual, driven him to work, and then went to the library with my siblings who I hadn’t yet met.

“Your house is on fire and you need to go home,” a librarian had told her, as if he were talking to a ladybug.

“We could see the flames and smoke in the distance,” my mother had said, her voice sad. “We got to our road, but we couldn’t get near the house because of all the fire trucks. I’d smelled something the night before, searched everywhere, but couldn’t find anything and went to bed.”

I could imagine my mother asking my father before they went upstairs for the night, “Do you smell smoke?” sniffing in all the rooms, wandering through the house, upstairs, downstairs, feeling walls for heat. My father might have said, “You’re imagining things, honey. It’s nothin’.”

My mother worried most at night, often asking my father, “Do you smell smoke?” And he’d always answer, “It’s nothin’, honey,” and drink his coffee as she felt the walls in the kitchen, placing her hands beneath light switches and near outlets as if evaluating them for fever. Then she’d go down to the cellar to sniff and touch the furnace. My father might follow her down the stairs and add, his tone slightly annoyed, “You’re working yourself up over nothin’.” The cellar was his private place.

At school a fireman gave me a sticker to put on my window so that firefighters would know which room the kid slept in. I went home and stuck mine dead center on the glass. My sisters’ classes were visited by firemen, too. My father didn’t like the way the stickers made the house look from the outside, so when he repainted he scraped them off with a razor blade. With their removal, I felt a lifeline to safety had been sacrificed for house pride, although my real fear was how the firemen would get to our house in time to save us. I went to bed at night planning for fire, leaving clothes at the end of my bed, wearing socks if it was cold. I watched my mother feel the walls at night, her forehead wrinkled.

After every Happy Birthday song, she sank the candles in a teacup of water and left them overnight. She took used matches and covered them in water at the bottom of the sink. It was like she thought they could reignite on their own. I worried they could.

MY BLUSTERY-AND-FAVORED BROTHER UNLOADED A PANTING SIX-MONTH-OLD lamb to the floor. I was used to lambs in the house; my mother brought them in to warm up at the registers and sometimes to feed them. I loved their loose gray coats and their long tails that wiggled excitedly when I put the black rubber nipple in their mouths.

I set Blackie on the carpet next to Whitie, who my sister-who-holds-grudges-longer-than-God had just brought in. His mouth was slightly open as he panted, wide eyed. Now that Blackie had a friend, I wanted to see the fire. I climbed onto the kitchen sink beside my hair-twirling-pretty sister and stared out into the yard. Sheep and chickens wandered around bleating and clucking. I worried that the sawhorses I rode would get hurt by the fire, and I tried to see them but couldn’t. I felt affection for them as if they were real ponies.

“It’s mainly in the back where the sheep are,” my blustery-and-favored brother said behind me. “It’s all smoke out there. The rain’s helping.” He looked out, too, as if he needed to see from this angle to understand better. His eyes were bloodshot, his clothes dirty. There was sweat on the sides of his hairless face.

“Know-It-All was out there. Probably smoking near the hay. He’s such an ass,” my sister-who-holds-grudges-longer-than-God said, setting a second panting lamb to the floor. This one scrambled on the slippery linoleum, leaving behind a trail of tiny balls that dropped from beneath his short tail. My tough-yet-admirable sister held a cat. Cats, unlike lambs, were not allowed in the house. If there were any kittens in the hay, they were dead now.

“He’s such a bullshit artist,” my blustery-and-favored brother agreed. “He was probably smoking in the back of the barn before he left to go hunt. There’s an empty coke bottle out there. I just hope the sheep don’t get sick.”

The bullshit artist was a family-hanger-on, a man I saw as a loud-mouthed, unfair, violent Skipper from Gilligan’s Island who always drank Coke and chain-smoked. A man who terrified me. I would forever associate Coke with bullshit artists and asses.

The animals looked homeless in the yard as they wandered, trying to graze on the brown grass. Blackie and Whitie and the lambs pushed themselves into corners. No one seemed concerned about missed lunch as they watched down the road for the station wagon that eventually appeared around the bend and came up the hill. My parents ran in through the entry door, and I was surprised they weren’t angry that it was open.

“I saw the smoke. Where’s the fire?” My mother rushed forward, frantically trying to understand, looking around the kitchen and then out the window. Now that she had arrived, I knew she would take care of everything. My mother could solve any disaster, it seemed. She had a clear plastic rain bonnet on her head that was tied beneath her chin. It was covered with tiny drops of water. “What happened? Thank goodness, it’s the barn. Are the animals okay? How’d it start?”

My father only said, “Can’t we leave for even a second without all hell breaking loose?” And he shook his head before blowing his nose on a hanky and returning it to his pocket in a lump.

“Know-It-All was smoking out there,” my sister-who-holds-grudges-longer-than-God said. She didn’t dare say, “ass” in front of our mother. “He was out there before he left to hunt up in the woods.”

Without a pause, barely a heartbeat, my mother’s face hardened, “I’ve just been waiting for something like this to happen. I told you,” she turned to my father, accenting each word as if it was a sentence, “to tell him not to smoke in the barn.” She untied the plastic rain hat that held the shape of her head and placed it on the Formica counter, where it dripped slowly.

“I did, honey, but you know you can’t tell him anything,” my father defended himself, and to avoid further blame he walked outside to assess the damage, shaking his head and muttering, “Cussed fire,” as he went.

My mother stood at the kitchen window, still in her jacket that was damp with rain, and looked from the animals outside to the animals inside. She told my sister-who-holds-grudges-longer-than-God to finish the cookies because the oven was on and she was wasting electricity, my blustery-and-favored brother to go outside and help his father, and my tough-yet-admirable sister to sweep up the trails of poop and mud that littered the white linoleum. Then she went upstairs to change from her downtown clothes to her at-home clothes. When she came back I was again with the rabbits, smoothing their cold ears flat against their warm bodies, and she went into the entry to put on her barn jacket. I was worried about Whitie, who continued to pant, his mouth open.

“I hope Molly is okay,” my mother said, more to herself than to us, and before she left to check on her sheep, all of which would need antibiotics, I noticed water on her cheeks that couldn’t have been rain. I was suddenly sad that I’d stolen pink pie and cookie dough.

When the bullshit-artist-ass-Skipper returned from the woods, holding my father’s rifle over a shoulder, with a cigarette hanging from his mouth, my sister-who-holds-grudges-longer-than-God saw him out the kitchen window and said with a sneer, “What a big shot.”

Now that he was here in front of us, everyone kept their real words behind careful expressions. To him they spoke of neighbors down the road starting the fire. Someone mentioned a possible electrical short, then they returned to blaming teenage boys, possibly the same ones who had started the fire at the old house up the road, burning it to the ground. I didn’t understand then, their fear, but I learned to respect it. The fire ended, the back of the barn was rebuilt, but the worry never stopped. My mother would forever feel walls and ask, “Do you smell something burning?” What I remember of that one barn fire are the wandering animals, Whitie panting slower, and slower still, before all breath ended and his body turned rigid and cold, the family-hanger-on who was never questioned, and my guilt for stealing cookie dough and a fistful of pink pie.
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Pigs Can’t Swim

ON A CAR TRIP IN THE SUMMER THE WATERGATE SCANDAL BEGAN I listened to my parents talk about Nixon getting his just desserts. I sat on my mother’s lap, between her chest and the dashboard, with three sisters and two brothers piled in the back. I was six, musing about taped keyholes on office doors, privacy, getting caught, and ice cream–themed desserts.

We were on our way to my aunt’s camp, a bare-bones New England structure on a man-made pond. More shanty than cabin, the camp was where we all longed to be as kids. My sister, the pretty one who twirled her hair into little circles that she put in her mouth, sat in the middle between my father and mother, trying not to bump the steering wheel or kick the half-full ashtray. Each time she moved I could hear her sweaty skin peel off the vinyl like ripping paper.

“It hurts,” she said, her throat hanging onto the letters u and r.

“There’s nothing we can do about it now, so there’s no need to go on and on,” my mother answered, an expert on just how long “on and on” was.

I’d once seen a car seat with a blanket on it when I waited in a parking lot. I was a nosy child, peering often into cars that didn’t belong to me, on the lookout for a dog, a candy bar, soda, a better life. “Why can’t we sit on a blanket?” I asked.

“Because that’s for fuddy duddies,” my father said. “I’m having none of that.”

My hair-twirling-pretty sister sat still between us, and I sat still on my mother’s knees. Whenever anyone told me not to move, moving was all I could think about, and this is what caused my mother to tell complete strangers, “The surest way to get Helen to do anything is to tell her not to do it.”

On this day the car took us away from pulling weeds, shoveling manure, shelling peas, scraping corncobs, and mowing yards and took us toward rowing, floating on inner tubes, and swimming in the lake. But the most important things we left at home were tirades on how hateful and disagreeable we could be, a topic that burned like the eternal flame at John F. Kennedy’s gravesite. At my aunt’s camp my parents would chatter and laugh, play Spades and Hearts, swim and fish. They wouldn’t need Maalox or aspirin for heartburn, indigestion, or headaches. They wouldn’t require the heating pad for sore backs, shoulders, and acting-up knees.

My mother would have time to dog paddle with me and my sisters. She’d row with me to a shallow part of the pond my cousins had named Turtle Bay after the many turtles who sunned themselves on logs, and we’d pick blueberries on the small island a few hundred yards from shore. She would ask me questions and wait patiently for my answers. The laughter and pleasant chatter would drift across the water, echoing like the loons’ haunting calls. All my escape routes led to this run-down haven until age fourteen, when they all led to Portland, but this camp would forever remain with me, showing itself in my dreams long after the owners of the camp were dead.

WITH WORK, SCHOOL, AND THE COST OF GASOLINE RISING FROM 35 to 50 cents a gallon, we didn’t leave home often, and when we did, we didn’t travel far. Sometimes in the late afternoon, after a day of weeding row after row of corn and shelling bushel after bushel of beans, we might go to Sabbath Day Lake for an hour of swimming before it closed. The ocean, although only thirty miles away, seemed as distant and unreachable as California, where my Aunt Helen lived. Once a year, if my parents had time, they might take us to Reid State Park, where we swam in the salty yet calm lagoon and I could pretend I was a castaway despite the crowds of people. We weren’t allowed to swim in the ocean, but we could stand knee to thigh high at the shore, where the large waves rolled in and smacked us. Although people around us screamed when the cold water hit their mostly naked bodies, we were trained on “there’s no need of making all that racket,” so we restrained our joy and our voices. If no one was watching, I’d give pieces of my lunch to the gulls whom my family guarded their food against.

When we couldn’t leave the farm, I would wade with my sisters in the muddy pasture pond or walk with them down the dirt road to the brook. We would splash to our hips in water that swirled with rotten leaves, frogs, bugs, and blood-seeking leeches, hoping that this day the snarling German shepherd tied to our nearest neighbor’s house wouldn’t get loose. We might walk farther to the man-made pond where my sisters met boys. On the way to my aunt’s camp, four of my five sisters, the hair-twirling-pretty one at my side and the three behind me, were still innocent of penises and all the trouble feeling them could bring. They all giggled as they yelled, “Stop touching me. Get your elbow out of my side. I hate you! Get off my foot!” at two brothers, the blustery one and the one-I-barely-knew, who were always putting some part of their bodies where they didn’t belong.

“Knock it off. I can’t hear to drive,” my father yelled periodically as the tires ate up the miles that separated us from home. His yell signaled my mother into action. Turning her torso in a sharp twist to see her children, forcing my body forward and my head into the windshield, she scolded, “That’s enough racket. Just behave and stop annoying your father or we’ll never get to camp.” If a child’s face was close enough to grab, she’d pinch the cheek between her practiced fingers.
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