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  FOR MY TEACHERS AND MY STUDENTS




  





  




  “[Kids] don’t remember what you try to teach them. They remember what you are.”




  

    

      —JIM HENSON, It’s Not Easy Being Green


    


  




  “We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be.”




  

    

      —KURT VONNEGUT JR., Mother Night


    


  




  





  




  

    

      Portia Kane, Official Member of the Human Race! This card entitles you to ugliness and beauty, heartache and joy—the great highs and lows of existence—and

      everything in between. It also guarantees you the right to strive, to reach, to dream, and to become the person you know (deep down) you are meant to be. So make daring choices, work hard,

      enjoy the ride, and remember—you become exactly whomever you choose to be.
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  PART ONE




  Portia Kane




  





  CHAPTER 1




  I’m kneeling in one of my own bedroom closets—peering E.T.-like through the white door slats—when the following epiphany hits me harder than a lawn dart to

  the eye: I am a disgraceful woman.




  Gloria Steinem would call me whatever’s the feminist equivalent of an Uncle Tom.




  An Aunt Jemima?




  Why does that sound like such an awfully racist statement? It’s a mixed metaphor of some sort, certainly. But is it racist?




  I’m so depressed and angry that I can’t even figure out why it might be racist, let alone think up a politically correct metaphor for being an atrocious feminist.




  I once read that Gloria Steinem had worked as a Playboy Bunny in an effort to expose the sexism of the job. Regardless of her motivation she was indeed a Playboy Bunny, letting men view her as a

  sexual object.




  Gloria probably even got off on it, if only secretly.




  I mean, politics aside, we all want to be desired—even lusted after—deep down, if we’re being honest.




  And maybe if Gloria Steinem let men ogle her and pinch her ass before she rose up to be the spokesperson for an entire gender, well then, maybe, just maybe, that means I too can transcend hiding

  in my own closet—literally—and once again become a respectable woman who young, intelligent girls will look up to and maybe even choose to emulate.




  What was that old saying?




  

    

      

        

          The truth will set you free.




          But first it will piss you off.


        


      


    


  




  Gloria Steinem said that, I’m pretty sure.




  I remember reading all about Ms. Steinem in my Gender and Prejudice college course, back when I was a good—albeit untested—feminist.




  Being a feminist is so easy when you’re a college freshman with enough scholarship money and financial aid to cover tuition, room, and board. A woman with a clean slate. Compromises come

  with age.




  Someone’s going to quote me someday, when I’m once again saying intelligent empowering things, like I used to a long, long time ago in a size-four body.




  “That’s right, Portia Kane,” I say to myself in the closet, with a Louis Vuitton stiletto heel stabbing the meat of my left ass cheek. I lean my weight—135 pounds, which

  isn’t all that bad for a relatively tall forty-year-old woman—into the four-inch spike like a medieval priest punishing his lust-driven flesh. “Get pissed off! Because

  you’re about to see the truth. Ouch!”




  I ease up on the Louis Vuitton heel.




  I’m really not all that tough.




  But I can change.




  I can be the woman I always wanted to be.




  Somehow.




  Right now, I don’t even think the sluttiest teens in today’s most godforsaken high schools, girls giving it up for nothing more than, say, a meal at Burger King—onion rings and

  a Whopper, maybe a chocolate milkshake if they’re good negotiators—not even those Burger King hoochies would sympathize with my current position, let alone look up to yours truly.




  I should probably declare that I’ve been drinking.




  A lot.




  Hennessy Paradis Imperial.




  A $2,000-plus bottle.




  Ken was saving it for a special occasion—like maybe when he finally hits a hole in one.




  His “lifelong dream.” To put a ball in a hole with one swing of a club. What ambition! Ken is a caveman. The way he polishes his clubs with a fist full of terrycloth for

  hours—not one stroke short of masturbatory.




  Tonight is my special occasion.




  It’s a real bitch of a hole-in-one, what’s about to happen, let me tell you.




  Earlier in the evening, I poured myself a pint of what Ken calls his Hen over ice, and then I poured the rest into Ken’s suitcase-size “heirloom” humidor full of illegal Cuban

  cigars—a well-aged collection acquired over a decade through dubious olive-skinned business contacts and worth untold thousands. Then I left the humidor lid open, which is “worse than

  raping the pope,” according to my husband, who is ironically a practicing and self-proclaimed devout Catholic. How can a pornographer be a devout Catholic? you might be asking yourself now.

  But let’s get real. Every religious person you know does something on a regular basis that goes against his or her professed religion. That’s just a fact.




  Okay, I spit on the cigars several times too, but refrained from urinating on them, which was the original plan.




  I also added a jar of Ragu spaghetti sauce with mushroom chunks, just to make sure the heirloom humidor was completely unsalvageable.




  Oh, how I hate listening to Ken talk about the beautiful little white spots that appear when he has aged his “sticks” for the proper time and at the prescribed temperature and

  humidity.




  “Look how they flare up when the cherry reaches them, baby,” Ken says, holding the filthy lit cancer log in front of his nose and squinting at it, mesmerized, like his stick is the

  Hope Diamond. “Tiny little comets,” he says, smiling with boyish wonder, and for nine years I’ve smiled back, pretty as a lipstick idiot, an aging Barbie doll.




  Ah, trophy-wife me.




  It always looks like he has a cock in his mouth when he smokes.




  Yeah, I know what you’re thinking. Women shouldn’t use words like cock, right? Well, bullshit on that, because I’m an adult, this isn’t a church here, and Ken

  really does suck salaciously on his cigars.




  “No homo,” he likes to say whenever he hugs or compliments another man or expresses anything resembling affection or kindness, because Ken is an unabashed homophobe.




  How the hell did I end up in this place and time?




  How did I end up married to a cartoon?




  How did I end up so seduced by money, living in a tropical palace of marble floors, twenty-foot ceilings, cathedral archways, palm trees, crystal chandeliers, lap pool, hand-carved furniture,

  and high-end stainless steel appliances—all of which make my childhood dwelling look like a mud hut that barnyard animals would refuse to enter?




  And yet . . .




  “E.T. phone home,” I say to myself in the closet—and then I take another slurp of Hen, which Ken calls “the preferred drink of the brothers,” meaning black

  people.




  Definitely racist.




  If only I had some Reese’s Pieces.




  Here in the closet, I even do the freakishly long E.T. index-finger thing, pretending my nail is glowing as orange as my Hennessy when I hold it up to the bedroom light striping the inside of

  the closet door.




  “L . . . eeee . . . it,” I say, just like the alien whenever it talks to the little boy Elliott in the film.




  I hear the front door open and the alarm beep.




  Every muscle in my body stiffens.




  I hear her laughing as he punches in the code—our birth dates mixed up.




  My month, his year.




  Her voice is childlike and makes me think of Smurfette, or maybe it’s because she calls Ken “Papa.”




  Seriously, she calls him that. Papa. Like he’s Ernest Hemingway.




  “Disarmed,” says the robot security system.




  “Angry hysterical wife in the closet,” I whisper. “Beware.”




  What I haven’t told you yet is that I have Ken’s beloved Colt .45 in my hand.




  He claims you can stop a speeding truck with this gun just by firing a shot into the engine, so I’m pretty sure I can cut short the impending sexcapade.




  I’ve convinced myself that I’m going to shoot them both dead.




  Imagine that.




  Their heads exploding like wet piñatas.




  He must be feeling her up, because she’s giggling now as they climb the steps toward me.




  “Is that your wife, Papa?” I hear her say, and I imagine her pointing to our portrait at the top of the stairs. Ken in a gray pinstriped Armani suit. Me in my best black Carolina

  Herrera cocktail dress. Both of us looking like some Tony Montana–inspired version of American Gothic. She doesn’t sound all that concerned that Papa may be married.




  “She’s dead,” Ken says. “Woman’s cancer.”




  He’s a pragmatic man, after all—not very creative, but effective.




  And for a second I actually believe him and allow myself to feel dead.




  Nonexistent.




  Already gone.




  Nothing.




  “Sad,” muses the girl, who apparently prefers one-syllable words, except for the Papa business. “Did you love her?”




  “Let’s not talk about uncomfortable things,” Ken says, and then she’s screaming and laughing again.




  “You’re so strong!” she says, and I vomit a little into my mouth as I imagine him carrying her toward me.




  Thresholds.




  Ken often boasts that he’s never cheated on me with any of the “actresses” in his movies, as if that—if it is indeed true—is an amazing accomplishment. He’s

  always telling his employees, “Don’t get high on your own supply,” meaning, Don’t fuck the girls we film and sell—but it’s apparently okay to fuck the rest of

  the female world. That’s the type of ethics Ken subscribes to. My Catholic husband.




  I wonder if she’s a hooker playing a role, because she sounds too dumb to be real.




  It’s funny how the possibility of her being a prostitute somehow gives me pause and definitely makes it harder to shoot her in the face, maybe because a whore would only be doing what Ken

  paid her to do, i.e., her job. But if I kill him, I’m going to have to kill her, as I don’t want any witnesses, and the only way I’d get a lenient sentence is if the judge is a

  woman who believes the murders were a crime of passion. No woman controlled by passion and with a huge gun in her hand could resist taking a pop at the girl screwing her husband.




  I put two hands on the Colt .45, readying myself, preparing to burst into the room, firing away like a Quentin Tarantino character.




  I try to channel my inner Gloria Steinem and Angela Davis—my inner Lynda Carter even.




  Be pissed!




  Take control!




  Be a true feminist!




  Through the slats in the closet, I see that Ken’s latest is, of course, tiny, blond, and maybe all of twenty years of age.




  If she weighs one hundred pounds, I will happily eat my hand.




  A size zero.




  A college student who probably cannot even drink legally.




  A child.




  Ken is forty-six years old, but looks younger.




  He’s a bit like Tom Selleck circa 1983, with his throwback moustache and his chest hair, which has suddenly made an appearance.




  His tie and jacket are on the floor.




  She’s got his shirt unbuttoned.




  Off goes her dress—over her head.




  Her pink bra and cotton panties make her look even younger.




  They’re sort of dancing now, looking into each other’s eyes, swaying their hips almost like the slow part of “Stairway to Heaven” is playing and they can’t wait for

  the fast part.




  (Ah, junior high dances, your memory haunts me even at a time like this.)




  She’s sucking on her bottom lip like it’s made out of hard candy.




  I tell myself to wait until he does the deed, so I have undeniable proof. I will pop out of the closet like a neglected-wife-in-the-box wielding Ken’s very own hand cannon as soon as he

  sticks his stubby little wang into her.




  It doesn’t take long for them to slip into bed, and even though they are under the covers—my Calvin Klein Acacia duvet—I can tell he has officially committed adultery because

  he’s doing that little annoying there-is-a-bug-in-my-throat cough thing he does just before he is about to ejaculate.




  It’s only taken about ninety seconds.




  And yet I don’t spring out of the closet but just watch the blue comforter rise and fall with the final dying thrusts of Ken’s infidelity—his covered ass like an air-starved

  whale resurfacing spastically every other second—and all I can think about is how his girl du jour looks like the actress who plays Khaleesi on Game of Thrones.




  Well, I’ll never be able to watch that show again.




  Ken climaxes and then coughs some more. I don’t think Khaleesi got off, and since Ken is now on his back, panting, I don’t think she will.




  Somewhere, Gloria Steinem is shaking her head—appalled. Angela Davis has revoked my woman card. Lynda Carter wants to confiscate all of my cuff bracelets and star-adorned blue panties

  before hanging me with her Wonder Woman lasso.




  Thirty minutes ago, I was thoroughly prepared for life in jail.




  It seemed heroic, even.




  But if you were really going to kill Ken, why ruin the humidor and cigars?




  Ah, smart reader, you know me better than I know myself.




  And now it all seems like a practical joke.




  My collected experiences thus far have no weight and are of no consequence whatsoever.




  I start laughing and I cannot stop.




  I’m powerless against the comedy of my life.




  My mind flashes to the first time I met Ken, across the state in Miami. I was wearing a red sundress, a Coppertone tan, and my old knock-off Ray-Ban Wayfarer sunglasses, sitting on a veranda at

  a Cuban restaurant with a waitressing friend, basking in the unearned royalty of our already fading but still technically passable youth. We were eating the best black bean dip and

  still-warm-from-the-fryer plantains—amazing the details I recall under duress—and Ken walked right up to us and offered Carissa $500 for her seat.




  “Will you trade places with me?” is how he put it.




  Carissa and I both laughed until he fanned the money out on the table—crisp, never-been-folded hundreds that he pulled from the inside pocket of his jacket, like some Colombian drug

  lord.




  He was dressed in a white suit and was carrying a ridiculous cane with an ivory handle, which should have been my first clue.




  I mean—a cane, in 2002?




  But he was knee-weakeningly handsome.




  That’s how he does it.




  Earnest eyes.




  Confidence.




  Money.




  A fuck-all fashion sense, gaudy and entitled enough for a plantation owner of old.




  When I gave Carissa a kick under the table, she scooped up the five hundred-dollar bills, tapped them even, and said she’d meet me at the terrible tiny, smoky cockroach-infested hotel room

  we had booked for a week. Then Ken sat down and said, “I’m going to marry you.”




  “Are you now?” I said, oblivious to my doom.




  Flattered even.




  Ten years later I’m drunk in my own closet watching him fuck a teenager and I’m laughing my head off, because what is the alternative?




  They call this life.




  Beware, young women who may be reading.




  It happens in a flash.




  One day you’re a young cub roaming the forest free, without a care in the world—and then bam! Your hind leg’s bleeding in a bear trap, and before you know it, your claws and

  teeth have been removed, they’ve got you addicted to drugs, and you’re performing tricks in a Russian circus, being whipped by your trainer—who is always a man—as

  cotton-candy-sticky children point and jeer.




  Again, I’ve been drinking.




  “What the hell?” Ken says as he rips opens the closet. “Whoa.” He takes a step back with his palms in the air, his eyes on the mouth of his beloved Colt, which is

  unsteadily aimed at the sticky, mauve, spade-shaped head of his now-deflated penis.




  Before an accident can occur, I toss the impossibly heavy gun into the corner of the closet.




  Jail time for this joke of a man?




  I think not.




  “I’d never be able to hit such a small target anyway, Ken,” I say and then giggle my drunk ass off.




  “This isn’t what it looks like,” says Khaleesi, covering her perfect vanilla-ice-cream-cone breasts with one of my Calvin Klein decorative throw pillows.




  I can’t stop laughing.




  “What are you doing in the closet?” Ken asks. “I thought you were going to visit your—Listen.” He’s holding his palms in the air, and his fingers are spread

  wide. “I can explain. Really, I can. We can work our way through this, Portia. Trust me. Everything is going to be okay.”




  Hilarious!




  “Why are you laughing like that?” Ken says. “Are you okay?”




  Khaleesi says, “I better go.”




  “No, no, no, sweetie. Stay. Please. I insist. My husband hasn’t even made you come yet,” I say. “I’m leaving anyway. So make yourself at home. You can fuck

  Ken as many times as you like. If he can get it up again, that is. But spoiler alert! It doesn’t get any better than what you’ve already experienced.”




  I laugh so hard tears spill from my eyes as I stand and exit the closet.




  I start stuffing underwear and bras into my Michael Kors weekend bag.




  Naked Ken watches me with his mouth hanging open, like I have just invented fire.




  I shake my head.




  Fucking caveman.




  How did this happen to me?




  “Portia,” he says. “Portia, come on. Where are you going?”




  “E.T. phone home,” I say, using the E.T. voice, and then laugh until I cough and gag.




  “Portia,” Ken says. “You’re scaring me. Are you okay?”




  I stop packing and look him dead in the eyes. “I’ve never been better in my entire life, Ken. Thank you. Seriously. Thank you so much for being this awful. I might have stayed if you

  were even a tiny bit more human. But you’ve spared me from all that. My hero. Thank you. Thank you one million times.”




  I decide to pull a suitcase from the walk-in and pack enough for a few weeks.




  “Do you need any help?” Khaleesi asks, the sweetheart. And I realize that she is even dumber than she looks. I actually start to like her. Maybe I pity her, to be more precise. I

  imagine saving her from Ken and becoming her mentor. We could join some sort of group for women addicted to horrible men.




  ABMAA.




  Asshole Boy-Men Addicts Anonymous.




  Forgive her, universe, for the little bimbo knows not whom she screws.




  “No, just stay where you are,” I tell Khaleesi. “I’ll be gone soon. You can listen to Ken snore and then wake up for his postsex shit. No courtesy flush. He won’t

  even bother to shut the door. He’s a national treasure, let me tell you.”




  “Portia,” Ken says. “Can’t we just talk about this for a minute? That’s the whole problem. We never even talk anymore!”




  I laugh again, but this time it’s only a snicker.




  “It’s been fun, Ken,” I say, and then stick out my hand like we just finished a grueling ten-year tennis match.




  “Portia, admit it,” Ken says, completely naked, gesturing with his open palms extended. His little Khaleesi-coated wang has shrunk like a turtlehead into a graying shell of pubic

  hair. You’d think he’d manscape before dating teenagers. He says, “Things haven’t been right for a long time now, and I have needs. You haven’t, well, I’m

  only—”




  “That’s true,” I say, cutting him off before he can say it’s my fault. That I should have fucked him more. That I’m inferior. Not what he bargained for all those

  years ago. That I dared to age and no longer have the body and sex drive of an eighteen-year-old girl, that I want something more substantial and meaningful than his playboy lifestyle, and should

  be ashamed even though I haven’t been eighteen for more than two decades and was long past my teen years when we met. I pull my hand back. “Correct.”




  “I’ll take care of you, moneywise. Don’t worry. You know I’m not a bad guy like that.”




  “I’m not a whore, Ken. Thank you very much.”




  “So you’re not mad at me? We’re still pals.”




  Pals.




  Unbelievable.




  After watching him fuck a teenager, I’m supposed to tend to his fragile emotions.




  I look at Khaleesi, who has the covers pulled up to her nose, hiding. She’s watching us with wide-eyed Kewpie-doll interest, like we’re some live soap opera.




  The Middle-Aged and the Pathetic.




  The Betrayal of our Guys.




  Portia Kane Is An Aging Fucking Idiot.




  “I’m actually happy, Ken. For the first time in years. I’m happy. Fuck you for cheating on me. Again. But thank you too.” I wave to Khaleesi and say,

  “Thanks and fuck you, as well.”




  She nods, but looks confused.




  “E.T. phone home,” I say once more, using the voice, pointing my index finger at Ken’s nose.




  He squints at me, cocks his head to the side. “You weren’t really going to shoot me, were you, baby? Not after all we’ve been through. We’ve had some good times together.

  You and me. We’ll always love each other deep down. Admit it. Right?”




  I actually believe he cares about the answer—that it’s important for him to think I still love him in some sort of dependent, subservient-daughter way, and always will.




  Forever.




  He wants to be my emotional pimp—the owner of my heart.




  I decide to kill his memory, no matter how long it takes.




  Obliterate Ken Humes.




  Delete him.




  Recover from a decade of dependency.




  I deserve better.




  And better shouldn’t be all that hard to get when you’ve started at the absolute bottom of all men.




  “Good-bye, Ken.” I slap his little dank pecker and testicles hard with the bone of my open palm. “Low-five.”




  He doubles over and calls me a fucking bitch before dropping to his knees.




  I think I hear Khaleesi squeal with fake delight, like she’s suddenly riding on the back of a jet ski, her naked arms around the sculpted abs of an NFL player—an image I’ve

  actually seen on a TV commercial for a best-selling brand of underarm deodorant.




  This is the world we live in.




  Khaleesi’s playing her role again.




  Girls like this really exist, I think. They really do. Men like Ken can’t get enough of the facade. And I’ve played this game for too long.




  “Fuck this life,” I say. “Fuck it. Fuck you, Ken Humes. Fuck everything!”




  And then I’m gone.




  





  CHAPTER 2




  “I shouldn’t have dropped out of college,” I say to my regular driver, Alfonzo. I’m in the backseat of the town car. I’m sipping directly from a

  little one-serving bottle of Riesling. He’s in his standard black suit and skinny tie, gripping the wheel with his smooth and steady almond-colored hands, acting statue-stoic as always.

  “Do you know how hard it is for a woman without a college degree to support herself?”




  “I don’t know anything about college. And I know even less about women, Ms. Kane,” Alfonzo says, keeping his eyes on the road. “I stick to driving.”




  I guzzle the rest of my tiny bottle. “I couldn’t keep my grade point average high enough to maintain my scholarship. I had a four-point-oh in my literature and writing classes, but

  the stupid other required classes outside my major—I mean, why did I need to take chemistry again in college? Memorize the periodic table? I’d rather carve out my right eyeball with a

  box cutter. I wanted to be a writer, not a scientist. And they were going to kick me out. Me! I was hovering around a three-point-three average while working twenty hours a week at the

  food court too—mopping floors, frying food, creepy twice-my-age janitor Old Man Victor constantly hitting on me, saying perverted things like ‘I have a leather couch that feels good on

  the skin.’ I was overcoming so many obstacles, and yet I was the one on academic probation! Why are some people drivers and some people passengers in the town car of life, Alfonzo?

  Have you solved that riddle?”




  “No,” Alfonzo says. “I have not.”




  “My freshman roommate was a passenger. She had something like a two-point-five GPA, but it didn’t matter because her daddy was a lawyer who could pay for her ride. Oh, how I hated

  Casey Raymond! Designer clothes. Expensive makeup. You’ve driven her type a million times. It took her ninety minutes to get ready in the morning. Our dorm room became a beauty salon every

  time the sun rose. She even had a car. At eighteen! A brand-new Volvo! Can you imagine, Alfonzo?”




  Alfonzo doesn’t respond, but the alcohol coursing through my veins keeps me talking.




  “College was just one big sorority party for her. She exploded with fun, fun, fun every time a guy hit on her. All while I was forgoing sleep to study and then nervous puking

  before every midterm and final. Smoking Camels like a fiend. Mainlining coffee. Anxiety like a giant fist shoved down my throat while I bit hard on its elbow to fight the pain. I had no support

  system. None. And I know you know what I’m talking about. The inequity. I see it in your eyes, Alfonzo. You and me are cut from the same cloth.”




  Alfonzo and I lock gazes in the rearview mirror for a second.




  I can’t tell if he’s wearing too much aftershave or if I’m sweating alcohol.




  “So I left before they could kick me out. Because fuck them, right? Just walked off campus with my suitcase and took a bus home. Didn’t even tell them I was leaving. I don’t

  know, maybe I had a breakdown. Maybe I’m having a breakdown now too. But it was a mistake. I see that now. I needed college, whereas Casey Raymond was going to be okay no matter what

  she did or didn’t do, because her daddy was her Ken Humes. She was a born passenger. Or ‘a client,’ as you like to say into your little phone. The client is

  aboard.”




  “I don’t think I should be hearing all this, Ms. Kane,” Alfonzo says. “I’m just your driver.”




  I backhand the air between us. “Everyone knows that Ken has a sex addiction problem. He’d screw the hole out of a doughnut. He just can’t help himself. And I was such a good

  little pretender. For an entire decade. I just wanted a nice life for myself. I wanted nice things. Who doesn’t want nice things? And nice things made life okay for a time. Especially after

  years of waitressing long shifts at the Olive Garden until my spinal cord and all the bones in my feet exploded. Endless salad bowls. Oh, endless salad bowls! If I ever see another garlic

  breadstick, I’ll stab myself in the heart with a screwdriver.”




  “Ms. Kane, are you okay?”




  We’re passing a line of palm trees now, and their symmetry is frightening, juxtaposed to my mental state. Finally I say, “You can wash away a lot of life’s pain with money. You

  can hide from the past with money too. You can quit the Olive Garden. And it cures backaches. You should see the Jacuzzi in our en-suite. It makes your voice echo when it’s empty. That tub

  alone was worth it at first.”




  “Maybe I should turn the car around and take you home.”




  “Even our marriage counselor liked Ken better than me. She always took Ken’s side. Even about the possibility of an open marriage. AN OPEN FUCKING MARRIAGE!

  Do you know why?”




  “Ms. Kane, you’re yelling, and—”




  “HE PAID FOR THE THERAPY! Everyone likes the man who’s paying. That’s just the way it goes.”




  “Ms. Kane, this isn’t—”




  “Ms. Kane. That’s right. I didn’t take Ken’s last name. Because I’m the sexist pornographer’s feminist wife! Isn’t that just hilarious?”

  I laugh until I begin coughing. “I mean, there is porn made for women and sometimes by women—feminist porn where we aren’t objectified and are actually in

  control—but my husband doesn’t make that kind because he believes there’s no money in it, or at least not enough. Don’t you think I tried to get him to make

  feminist pornography? I even talked to his actresses once, telling them they should unionize maybe, which pissed Ken off mightily and accomplished absolutely nothing. They laughed at me. It’s

  like some women actually want to be oppressed, right?” I’m starting to sense that Alfonzo is uncomfortable. He’s rolling the back of his head against the headrest, so I

  say, “All right. The speech and the pity party are over. I’ll just shut up back here.”




  Alfonzo doesn’t say anything else.




  Here’s the truth, dear reader: it wasn’t really Ken’s affair with his latest teenage lover that destroyed me, but a simple offhand comment he made a little more than a year

  ago.




  I don’t remember why I started, but I’d been writing some fiction again, like I used to in high school. At first it was just a hobby. Something to pass the time while Ken was off

  doing whatever. But then I started to really feel something. I produced a few raw personal pieces about my mother that seemed to have promise. So I began wondering if I might have a shot at

  publishing someday. Of course, I didn’t share any of this with Ken at first, but over dinner one night at our favorite restaurant, while I was feeling champagne hopeful, I casually mentioned

  that I had been writing and that maybe publishing a novel was a life goal of mine—something I had secretly wanted since I was in my favorite high school English teacher’s class. As I

  spoke, I could hear the excitement reverberating in my words and I felt myself becoming vulnerable—as if I was letting Ken see the real naked me for the first time.




  When I finished, Ken smirked, stared down at his meal, and said, “Go for it, baby.”




  “Why did you just smirk?” I said.




  “I didn’t smirk,” he said.




  “You did so. Why?”




  “You should do it. Write your little book.”




  “Little? What the fuck is that, Ken?”




  “I don’t know, Portia.” He smirked again, looking at me now. “Sometimes you just have to know who you are.”




  “And who am I exactly?”




  “You’re my wife,” he said, pinning me down with each syllable.




  “So your wife can’t publish a novel someday?”




  “You didn’t exactly grow up among novel-writing people, did you? And you’re not exactly among those types now.”




  “What does that have to do with anything?”




  “You didn’t even graduate from college, Portia,” Ken said as he knifed his way through his chicken cordon bleu. “You and me aren’t exactly the book-writing types,

  am I wrong? I don’t want to see you get your hopes up for something that’s never going to happen. That’s all. I know how emotional you get. Anyway, you’re much too pretty to

  be a novelist.”




  I hate you, I thought, but I didn’t say it.




  It was our wedding anniversary, after all.




  I even let him fuck me later that night the way he likes and I hate—from behind.




  Hooray for feminism!




  He’d belittled me so many times before, but for some reason on this night, as he got off inside me, something shifted.




  The best part of me knew I had to escape Ken right then and there—that it wouldn’t get better, that he was slowly killing everything good inside of me—but it took a while to

  find the courage to give up financial security and make a break for it. Especially since Ken had me sign an airtight prenuptial agreement before we were married, so leaving him meant an immediate

  and most likely permanent decline in social status.




  Why did I make a break tonight?




  Why does a rotten tree branch come crashing down to earth one day?




  Everything has its breaking point—even women.




  And I’m courageously drunk too.




  “I don’t think Maya Angelou ever earned a college degree,” I say as Alfonzo pulls up to the US Airways terminal. “But I read somewhere that she has more than fifty

  honorary doctorate degrees. Fifty.”




  Alfonzo shifts into park and turns around to face me. “Are you okay, Ms. Kane?”




  “What?” I say, blinking repetitively for some reason.




  “I couldn’t help noticing that you’ve been crying pretty hard the whole ride. You’re still crying right now. I know it’s not my business, but this just

  doesn’t seem right to me, Ms. Kane.”




  I look out the window at the cars and taxis pulling away from the curb. “Well, nothing worth doing is painless.”




  He reaches back to hand mea few tissues, and when I take them, he says, “Are you sure you want me to leave you like this?”




  I dab my eyes and say, “Do you know what happens when you do nothing? Nothing. My high school English teacher said that to me a long time ago. And he was right.”




  





  CHAPTER 3




  Next thing I know, I’m on a plane.




  I stumble my way to the last row.




  A tiny wrinkly woman is already seated in the window seat. She’s dressed in a nun’s habit. She even has her head covered, which makes her look absolutely adorable.




  Present-day Sally Field reprising her Flying Nun role—only this time she’s old and wrinkly (and cute!) as a shar-pei.




  Her spine is curved so that the middle of her back is touching the cushion, but there is a good five inches between the headrest and her shoulders.




  She resembles the letter C.




  When I sit down, the old woman says, “Hello, I’m Maeve. How are you doing tonight?”




  It’s almost like she’s the hostess of our row.




  I sit.




  I buckle myself in, which proves a bit hard after the two blue martinis—which looked like Windex but tasted like Kool-Aid—I had at the airport bar.




  I turn, look into her old eyes, and say, “Sister, I’m glad you asked, because I’m not doing all that well, honestly. And I could talk. Yes, I can. Talk all the way to

  Philadelphia. Because I’m in trouble. Trouble with a capital T that rhymes with P and that stands for Portia. My name. My curse-id stupid name.”




  I offer my hand, and she shakes it with her eyebrows lifted.




  Her hand feels like a branch ripped from a small tree, left to dry for many years, and then stuck inside a surgical glove.




  If I squeeze hard, everything will snap.




  Even though I’m drunk, I handle with care.




  And then I start to cry again, because I have enough alcohol in me to fuel a small dump truck.




  “Oh, dear,” she says, pulling endless tissues from her bag like she’s David Copperfield. “What’s the matter?”




  “Seriously?” I take a wad of tissues and dab my eyes.




  “Of course.”




  “You really wanna know? Be sure before you answer, because I could just pass out here and let you be. I’m appropriately medicated. You don’t have to hear my depressing pathetic

  story.” The businessman seated across the aisle from us is staring at me, so I point my finger at his nose and say, “You, sir, can mind your own business!”




  His eyes snap down to the magazine in his hands, and I feel like a powerful woman capable of making men in suits do whatever I say.




  When I spin my face back toward the old nun, she says, “I’m happy to listen. What else is there to do on a flight? Half the fun of flying is learning the stories of fellow

  passengers. I collect them!”




  I notice the wooden rosary beads wrapped around her hand and catch a glimpse of Jesus’s naked and well-toned body, which is meticulously carved.




  All of the good men are either gay or the sons of gods with martyr complexes. I swear, we heterosexual women are a doomed lot.




  “You collect the stories of strangers?” I say.




  “Why, certainly. Everyone’s story is precious.”




  I can tell this woman is a little nuts, but she seems kind, and kindness goes a long way at a time like this. “Okay, then. But remember. You asked for it.”




  As we taxi, I tell her everything, slurring away.




  I say the word wang several times and describe Ken’s tiny penis at great length before I think better of using such vivid sexual imagery while conversing with a nun, but she seems

  fascinated—riveted.




  She squints and smiles when I say the word, maybe in spite of herself and her religious convictions.




  Wang.




  Hilarious!




  Like I’m tickling the old woman with dirty words.




  “Do you remember that song ‘Everybody Have Fun Tonight’? No, of course not,” I say. “Everybody Wang Chung tonight,” I sing. “You really

  don’t know it?”




  “Oh, my,” she keeps saying, and then she suddenly pushes the button above us.




  I have a paranoid thought: What if this nun is going to report my drunkenness and try to have me removed from the plane?




  My fists clench.




  The flight attendant appears in the aisle.




  Maeve holds up two pink wrinkly fingers and says, “My friend here has had an awful day. Simply awful. We need vodka and some rocks immediately. If you have any of the citrus flavors,

  we’ll take those. Any citrus flavor will do.”




  “Beverage service hasn’t begun yet, Sister,” the flight attendant says.




  “Oh, I’m very sorry to ask, but this is a bit of an emergency,” Maeve says. “I can hold you up in my prayers if you oblige us. The whole sister house will pray for

  you”—she squints at the flight attendant’s name tag—“Stephanie.”




  “Okay, Sister,” the flight attendant says, smiling now. “I’ll take that deal.”




  “People will do anything for nun prayers. Even atheists!” Sister Maeve whispers to me as Stephanie walks away. “Between us girls only. One of the perks of

  sisterhood.”




  “Are you the type of nun who goes around saying you’re married to Jesus?” I ask.




  “I don’t know if I ‘go around saying’ that. But, yes. I am married to Jesus.”




  “If all nuns are married to Jesus, that would mean he currently has thousands of wives and has had maybe millions over the past two thousand years, right?”




  “Well, I guess so.”




  “You’re okay with Jesus having multiple wives? Jesus the polygamist.”




  “You can’t think of it that way—it’s not sexual, or anything like that. He’s not your Ken, after all.”




  Ha! Funny old nun. Still sharp as a razor blade in a Halloween apple.




  “You would totally have sex with Jesus. Admit it,” I say. “He has an amazing body.”




  Maeve shakes her head, laughs, and looks up. “Oh, Lord, what have you sent me this time?”




  “You talk to Jesus?”




  “Every waking hour of every day.”




  “Right now. You can talk to him here?”




  “Certainly.”




  “What does Jesus say about me? Ask him.”




  “He says you need more vodka,” Maeve says.




  The flight attendant returns on cue with glasses of ice, which she hands us before bending down and pulling the mini bottles out of her pocket and slipping them to my nun friend with a wink.




  “Enjoy your flight, Sister,” she says and then proudly strides away down the aisle like she’s just done a good deed.




  As if Sister Maeve makes such sneaky deals every day, she simply pours two glasses. “To new beginnings.” She hands me mine. We tap plastic and begin sipping citrus-flavored

  alcohol.




  “So you’ve never had sex?” I wonder if that would have been a good decision for me—complete and utter abstinence.




  “Do you always handle pain like this?” she says. “By trying to make others uncomfortable?”




  “Pfft.” I wave her words away with my hand.




  We sit in silence for a time.




  “I just want to be a good feminist,” I say out of the blue as the plane takes off and we begin to fly. “I really do. But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?

  Nuns are the opposite of good feminists, wouldn’t you say? Submitting to men is sort of your thing, right?”




  Sister Maeve smiles and nods, and then she even chuckles.




  “Have you read Gloria Steinem?” I ask.




  “No, I have not.”




  “ ‘A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle,’ she said—Gloria Steinem. I wonder if she’d include Jesus as a man.”




  “Wouldn’t know.” Sister Maeve’s voice seems tired and distant now.




  I’ve already worn her down with my flippant and obnoxious comments—I’m very good at wearing people down whenever I’m upset, although I’m not proud of this.




  I wish I had been nicer to Sister Maeve, but what can I do about that now? I can’t go back in time and start over. And I’m having a bad day. When you catch your husband screwing a

  girl half your age, you are permitted to be bitchy, even when talking to adorable nuns on airplanes—nuns who buy you vodka, even.




  Right?




  No.




  I’m a terrible person.




  I’m sorry, I think I say, but I’m not sure if I’ve actually moved my mouth and tongue, which is when I realize I’m fantastically drunk.




  Maybe I should have used Ken’s Colt .45 on myself.




  Suddenly nothing seems funny anymore.




  I stare at the seatback in front of me for a minute or so before I pass out.




  When I wake up, I’m disoriented and my head’s throbbing.




  My shoulder is wet from my own drool.




  “Where am I?” I say.




  The nun to my left says, “Welcome to Philadelphia. I drank your vodka for you, Ms. Lightweight. Time to exit.”




  I look up. The plane is empty.




  “We’ve been shaking you. I think they might have gone to find a doctor,” the nun says.




  “I’m okay,” I say, but when I try to stand, I feel sick.




  I make it to the bathroom just in time to empty my stomach.




  Someone is knocking now, aggressively.




  “Ma’am? Are you okay?”




  I wash out my mouth in the sink. “Coming.”




  I look in the mirror and see a monster.




  An old-looking mythical creature.




  Red eyes.




  Makeup running.




  I might as well have snakes for hair.




  “Great.” I open the door, trying to avoid eye contact. “I’m okay.




  Nothing to see here.”




  I push past the flight attendants.




  “Ma’am, your friend left this for you.”




  I turn around, and the flight attendant extends a folded piece of paper.




  I snatch it from her, say, “Thanks,” and then head for baggage claim, each step echoing in my skull like land mines exploding on impact, trying my best not to throw up again.




  My nun friend is nowhere to be seen, so I read the note while I wait for the machine to cough up my suitcase.




  

    

      

        

          Dear Portia,




          It was very nice meeting you on the plane. Sorry we didn’t get to talk more. I will pray for you. Very hard! Daily! And I will ask “my husband” to intervene in a

          special way for you. He says he’s not mad at you for making sexual jokes, so if you are worried about that now that you’re sober—don’t be.




          Galatians 3:28—There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, THERE IS NEITHER MALE NOR FEMALE; for you are all one in Jesus Christ.




          Good luck with your quest.




          Love,




          Sister Maeve




          PS—Here’s my address, should you ever want to write me. I love letters!




          Sisters of St. Therese




          Sister Maeve Smith




          (Wife of Jesus Christ Number 2,917,299)




          16 Waverly Park




          Rocksford, PA 19428


        


      


    


  




  Weird, I think, and then stuff the note into my pocket.




  Am I on a quest?




  Maybe the quest to become a novelist?




  But why would she write that? Did I mention something I don’t remember now? I don’t think I ever used the word quest.




  I’m too hung over to care all that much, so I drop it.




  I try to remember if I really said “wang” to a nun, repetitively.




  Did I actually describe Ken’s horrible inadequate stubby penis in excessive detail to Sister Maeve?




  It’s impossible to know for sure, and so when my bag finally slides down the conveyor belt, I grab it and catch a cab.




  “Take me home,” I tell the dark-skinned man in the driver’s seat.




  “Where is your home, please?” he says as he turns on the meter. His accent is sort of sexy. Seal without the scars on his face, I think, but then I quickly remind myself not to say

  that aloud, because it seems racist, even though I compare white strangers to famous Caucasians all the time, and without guilt.




  “Across the Walt Whitman Bridge,” I say. “Westmont. You?”




  “Me what?” he says.




  “Where’s your home?”




  He pulls away from the curb and says, “Philadelphia.”




  “Yeah, but you weren’t born here, I can tell by your accent. So where are you really from?”




  Silence.




  There are mounds of exhaust-smoke-gray snow on the ground outside. I’m no longer in Florida, that’s for sure.




  “Are you afraid to tell me where you were born?” I say.




  Our eyes meet in the rearview mirror. “Nigeria.”




  “Is it nice in Nigeria?”




  “No,” he says. “There is too much violence. Please. Never go.”




  “Westmont is pretty fucked too.”




  “It is better than Nigeria.”




  “Maybe,” I say. “But it ain’t like I have a choice tonight.”




  “You always have a choice. Look at me. Here in America. A choice.”




  “Do you like it here in America?”




  “Yes,” he says. “Very much. I will bring my family here one day. Soon, I hope.”




  “You have a wife?”




  “In Nigeria. And five children. Three strong sons.”




  I ignore his sexist favoritism. “You love her—your wife?”




  “Yes.”




  “She’s lucky.” I hate myself for envying this woman in Nigeria whose husband drives a cab halfway around the world, saving money to rescue her from whatever hell Nigeria

  currently offers. It sounds like a fairy tale. She might as well be in an ivory tower. So romantic—beautiful even. Their struggle.




  Portia, you are a terrible person, I think. Terrible.




  “I am lucky. Very lucky. My wife is a strong woman. Very beautiful. Good mother. She will make me more sons here in America. I am the lucky one.”




  I look at my ruined reflection hovering in the window as we pass the Philadelphia professional sports complexes on the left.




  What is this guy smoking? Because I want some.




  He takes me across the Walt Whitman Bridge.




  “I do not know this area. Will you please advise me?” he says.




  I advise him.




  We navigate away from Camden and toward safer suburbia, with me yelling out rights and lefts. Finally I say, “Over there. The one with the highly embarrassing metal awning.”




  He pulls up to the row home in which I grew up, across the street from the Acme grocery store.




  His index finger taps the glowing red numbers hovering over his dash, and he quotes the price.




  Instead of paying, I say, “Have you ever cheated on your wife here in America?”




  “What?”




  “Have you had sex with a woman since you left Nigeria?”




  “No!” he yells in a way that lets me know he is highly offended.




  “Do you consider your wife to be your equal? Do you encourage her to have ambitions and dreams?”




  “Why are you asking me these questions?”




  “Tell me you love your wife.”




  “I do not understand.”




  “Just tell me you love your wife.”




  “I do love my wife! I miss her very very much. Now you must pay.”




  “I believe you. You’re not lying. I really believe you,” I say. “Wow. You’re the needle in the haystack. The real deal. I can tell.”




  “I do not understand you. Please pay. I have to drive new people to make money.”




  “You’ll do it. Bring your wife to America yet.” I stick five hundred-dollar bills through the plastic hole, feeling a bit like Ken in that Cuban restaurant, back in Miami,

  except I’m a more altruistic feminine version of Ken. Maybe I’m the Gloria Steinem to Ken’s Hugh Hefner.




  “This is too much,” the Nigerian taxi driver says. “Far too much.”




  “Bring your wife to America. And don’t cheat on her in the interim. Be a good man.”




  “I am a good man!”




  I exit the taxi as Mr. Nigeria keeps saying, “Too much, please, take some back, please. Please!”




  I don’t have the strength to confront my mother, so I walk around the block to the alley behind our row of homes.




  I open the ripped screen door, which still creaks, step into the grave-size back porch, pull a few blankets from the old army chest, wrap myself up, and lie down on the shitty plastic-cushioned

  rusted-springs gliding couch, which is even older than me.




  It’s musty and damp from the snowy weather, but I don’t really care.




  Just like high school, I think. After a night of drinking in the woods. Running from the cops. Eating fried grease at the Crystal Lake Diner. And then sleeping off hangovers out here.




  I lost my virginity on this couch.




  Jason Malta.




  He was terrified.




  He was nice, though.




  Really sweet.




  It didn’t hurt because he was so timid and gentle—and a bit on the small side, which I didn’t mind one bit.




  Despite what I have been saying about Ken’s tiny penis, it’s not the shape or size of a man’s dick that counts, it’s the character of the man himself, if you ask me. Most

  women over thirty-five would agree, I’m betting. Somehow I knew this when I was seventeen, and then I forgot.




  When I took Jason Malta inside me, I kept thinking it was like I was sucking away the worst of his life, cleansing him, making him pure, which I realize is strange and unusual thinking for a

  seventeen-year-old virgin.




  But I swear he knew what I was doing for him—he knew I was taking his pain away from him, or at least lessening it, and that it was more like a favor than true love.




  We both knew.




  And we were okay with it.




  I didn’t come.




  Not even close.




  But I enjoyed it.




  Giving him pleasure.




  Relieving his anguish, if only for a few minutes.




  Jason was a good person.




  And he had been in so much pain.




  After he ejaculated, he kept whispering “Thank you” over and over again, and then he started to cry and shake, but he couldn’t explain why when I asked him, or maybe he just

  couldn’t verbalize it, because we both just knew.




  We knew that the moment we shared was about much more than getting off.




  His mom had died the year before.




  I don’t even remember what she had, but I remember he missed a lot of school, and then when he started attending every day again, everyone knew it was over, and he seemed like a ghost.




  I just wanted to bring him back from the dead.




  Resuscitate him.




  I remember he used to be funny in junior high. We had been in a play together, a comedy that he had written called Charles Barkley Goes to the Dentist.




  The funniest part was that Charles Barkley never even makes an appearance in the play, maybe because we had no black classmates to play the role. But I remember it was set in a dentist’s

  office. Jason played the dentist. I played the woman who worked the office, answering phones and greeting patients, and Jason had me wear these huge red Sally Jessy Raphael glasses. And a few other

  classmates played the people in the waiting room, reading magazines and newspapers, looking up curiously every time the phone rang. Reporters kept calling and asking when “The Round Mound of

  Rebound” was coming in to get his teeth cleaned—Jason had our science teacher, Mr. Roorbach, play the reporters, speaking into a microphone offstage, almost making the calls sound like

  the voice of some absurd Samuel Beckett version of God, even though none of us knew who the hell Samuel Beckett was back then. I had to keep saying I couldn’t “give out Mr.

  Barkley’s information,” and when the people in the waiting room overheard, they kept saying, “Charles Barkley? The Round Mound of Rebound is a patient here?” and, being a

  bad secret keeper or an unethical dental assistant, my character kept winking and whispering, “Well, everyone has to take care of their teeth—even professional athletes!”




  It seemed funnier when we were in eighth grade, but our parents laughed—well, Jason’s and other people’s parents laughed. My mom didn’t attend the performance, of

  course.




  Jason tried to send Charles Barkley—who was a rookie playing for the 76ers at the time—free tickets to our play, but the organization never returned his call.




  Jason Malta’s mom got sick shortly after that, and he stopped writing comedies. He became transparent as a window. You could see right through him for years. And when he made love to me

  for the first time, I swear to God, he became flesh and bone once again, if only for a few seconds, which was when I first realized that sex and womanhood were powerful.




  He used to buy me roses from the Acme, a dozen at a time. Cheap flowers that wilted and turned brown within hours. I thought I loved him, and maybe I did. He wasn’t very

  good-looking—red hair, pale skin, and a concave chest. But he was kind. Even when he stopped being funny, he was still kind.




  The smell of trash from the alley behind my childhood home makes me feel nauseous again, but I manage to avoid the dry heaves.




  She’s inside, my mother; I know it. I can feel her heavy presence. But I’ll need strength to face her, more than I have right now.




  The finality of what has happened—it sinks in.




  It cuts.




  It mutilates.




  I try to shiver myself to sleep.




  In the cushions, I think I smell the Drakkar Noir cologne I once gave Jason Malta for Christmas, and which he wore dutifully for the rest of our high school tenure. I hope Jason Malta’s

  happily married with kids and is wildly successful. Maybe he’s even writing comedies again. Maybe.




  It’s a nice thought.




  “Portia Kane,” I say to myself, thinking about the vibrations of those syllables floating away into the night. “Portia Kane. Portia Kane. What has become of you, Portia

  Kane?”




  I close my eyes and try to erase the world.




  In my mind, I keep seeing a fish riding a bicycle.




  The fish is singing a song about how she loves to pedal her bike, and I can’t figure out how she can move both pedals with a single tail, which is when I realize I’m still drunk.




  I’m spinning.




  Bile runs halfway up my throat like some horrible acidic tongue and burns as it licks its way back down.




  “Fuck you, Gloria Steinem,” I say, although I am not exactly sure why.




  





  CHAPTER 4




  “Portia?” I hear. “Portia? What are you doing out here on the back porch?”




  I open one eye and see my large mother in a pink bathrobe. Her breath is visible; her short gray hair—which she cuts herself—juts out in untamed triangular bursts that make her head

  look like a weird diseased flower.




  “I took out the trash this morning, and what did I find? You. Happy! Happy! May I give you a kiss? May I hug you, my darling? Are you real? Am I dreaming now?”




  She doesn’t wait for an answer.




  Every inch of my face is kissed.




  It’s like an octopus has attached itself, her mouth sucking like so many tentacles, somehow all at once.




  Or maybe it’s like being licked by a hippopotamus.




  She throws her ample weight on me. I feel the rough burn of her aging terrycloth robe and make a note to buy her an update, even though I know she won’t use it and probably has a dozen

  brand-new unworn backups stuffed somewhere in a closet.




  “I can’t breathe, Mom.”




  “Have you been drinking, Portia? You smell like alcohol. Stinky, stinky.”




  “I could kill a Bloody Mary right now,” I say, and think about why I haven’t been home for years.




  My mother’s lack of a filter.




  Her penchant for being honest as a mirror.




  Her often creepy childlike demeanor.




  Her proclivity to annoy and embarrass and depress, like a genetic oracle that screams out my doom whenever I am within earshot.




  It all strikes blunt as a hammer to the thumb.




  “Where’s Ken?” she says.




  I listen to cars driving up and down Cuthbert Boulevard for a second before I say, “Ken died. Was shot with his own handgun. Colt .45. They made it out to be a random intruder. A burglary

  gone wrong. But Ken had many known enemies. Made the five o’clock news in Tampa even. But they didn’t get the story right. Not even close. The detectives said they could make Rorschach

  tests out of the blood-splattered wallpaper and then laughed like hyenas, which I thought was insensitive, even if their observation was completely accurate. Regardless of all that—so long,

  Ken. Nice knowing you and all that. Sucks to be you.”




  Mom pulls in a dramatic gulp of air. “That’s simply terrible, Portia! Horrible! What is a roar-shock test? I feel so sad for you. Ken is really dead? Or are you kidding? I can never

  tell. Why didn’t you tell me earlier? I’m so confused.”




  “Didn’t want to worry you, Mom. It’s probably for the best, Ken’s murder,” I say, thinking I really shouldn’t be talking like this anymore now that the booze

  has worn off. But I can’t seem to stop myself. “I was getting tired of him. He couldn’t even get hard anymore. I’d been wanting to recycle him for more than a year. Our sex

  life had passed away long before that.”




  “Portia!”




  “Why did you name me Portia anyway? You’d never even heard of The Merchant of Venice, let alone read it.”




  “Was Ken really shot? Is he okay? You are kidding, right?”




  “Ha ha! No. He wasn’t shot. He’s not really dead. But he’s definitely not okay either. He is the antithesis of okay. And—”




  “You’re making my head hurt! One minute you tell me Ken was murdered, the next you’re asking about your name—and I haven’t even seen you in many years. You

  just show up and—”




  “Focus, Mom. One thing at a time. Forget all the rest. Concentrate. Why’d you name me Portia?”




  She closes her eyes and shakes her head hard enough to make her cheeks ripple like two red Jell-O molds experiencing a small earthquake. Then she looks up at the porch ceiling. “I guess

  your father liked the name.”




  Liar!




  “Why?” I say.




  Her eyes grow huge. “How would I know that?”




  “Didn’t you talk about what my name should be when you were pregnant?”




  “I’m sure we did. We must have.”




  “Well, then?”




  “Too long ago. Too, too long. I can hardly remember what I did yesterday, and you want me to talk about all of the old things. Your father was a good—”




  “And kind man,” I say. “Yeah, I know. I would have loved him.”




  “The accident—”




  “The accident,” I echo, cutting her off, because it’s all just bullshit and we both know it. A nameless coworker took advantage of her simplemindedness and knocked her up. She

  made up the story of a nice and kind man without ever bothering to report the rapist, let alone hold him responsible for child support. I’m okay with her lying about all that in the past,

  because I let go a long time ago, but the never-ending ongoing lies are inconvenient when you want answers—real answers. You can get lost in Mom’s madness. It’s like a maze of

  tall bushes, all thorns and no roses. And she insists I navigate while blindfolded. “So you really have no idea why you named me Portia?”




  “It suits you, doesn’t it? It’s a pretty name. I love the name Portia. It was the best I could think of. The best we could think of. The best.”




  My name sounds like the type of sports car middle-aged men buy while fantasizing about fucking girls half their age, the type of car Ken will buy now that he is free and clear of me. I see him

  and Khaleesi riding around with the top down, her golden mane trailing like a comet over the hand-sewn leather interior and a candy-apple-red paint job.




  “Did you like Ken?” I ask. “You can tell the truth now. He’s gone. Finished. Not coming back.”




  “He’s very handsome, but I only met him one time! And for only ten minutes!”




  Mom’s smile is childlike, and I feel a wave of guilt overtake me.




  Has it really been three years since I’ve seen her? And did she really only meet Ken that one time?




  Are those things possible?




  Absolutely.




  Portia, you are cruel in addition to being stupid.




  “What’s the state of the house?” I ask.




  “You’re not throwing anything away!”




  “Easy, Mom. Do you have any orange juice? Coffee? Basics?”




  “Sure. Sure. Come on in. We’ll both catch our deaths out here.”




  “One can dream.”




  “What?”




  “Nothing. Let’s go inside.”




  “Welcome home, Portia,” she says, and then kisses both of my cheeks once more. “I’ve missed you. Thank you for visiting me.”




  “Is the house that bad?”




  “I just—it’s that . . . well, I . . . I have Diet Coke for you! With lime inside!”




  “I bet you do.”




  I mentally prepare myself as Mom and I stand.




  She looks like she may have become even more rotund—Grimace, kids used to call her when I was in elementary school, referring to the fat purple McDonald’s monster, and I never stood

  up for her, even though she would have happily flayed off her flesh with a blunt butter knife if I had asked her to.




  She’s looking at me, blocking the door. She outweighs me by at least a hundred pounds, and she’s shaking.




  “It’s really good to see you, Portia. So good,” she says, squeezing my arm until it hurts.




  “Good to see you too, Mom.”




  “I didn’t know you were coming.”




  “It wouldn’t have mattered. We both know that.”




  “I would have straightened up for you at least.”




  “You would have worried and obsessed, but you wouldn’t have gotten rid of a thing.”




  “I have Diet Coke for you. With lime inside!”




  “I know, Mom.”




  “Portia, this is my home.”




  “I promise I won’t throw anything away. You have my word.”




  She lights up like a plastic lawn Santa on Christmas Eve. “Promise?”




  I draw an X across my heart with my forefinger and say, “Swear to God.”




  “I love you,” she says. “I love having you home!”




  She opens the back door, and when I step inside I see the cans of Diet Coke with Lime stacked three feet high, twelve or so deep, on the counter, and I want to cry. Boxes of cereal and rice and

  bags of flour and crackers are all piled around the cabinets so you couldn’t reach them if you tried, let alone open any. Not one square inch of counter space is uncovered.




  “Would you like a Diet Coke with Lime?” she says.




  “Okay, Mom. But it’s, what”—I look at the timepiece hanging above the sink, a black cat turned gray by dust with the face of a clock in its belly; its tail acts as a

  pendulum; its eyes insanely darting in the opposite direction of the tail . . . right, left, right, left, right—“almost eight a.m. Yep, just about time for a Diet Coke with

  Lime.”




  She opens the refrigerator. The bottom three shelves are stocked wall to wall with silver soda cans.




  Mom doesn’t drink Diet Coke with Lime—ever.




  These are all for me, on the off chance I might come home thirsty enough to drink seven hundred or so cans in a single visit. I’m sure most are at least five years old.




  “Mom,” I say, and wipe tears from my eyes, because I have almost allowed myself to forget how my mother’s life is even more fucked up than mine.




  “I know you love Diet Coke with Lime, right? Right?”




  “Yeah, I do. You know me,” I say, taking the cold can from the clutch of her plump fingers and thumb.




  When I bend the tab, the drink hisses, and a million bubbles come to life.




  I sip.




  “Good?” Mom says, nodding and looking up at me from under her thick gray eyebrows.




  The truth is that this is a bribe. My mind flashes back to the last time I tried to clean out the house and get her help. I had my old Olive Garden waitressing friend drive Mom and the insanely

  long shopping list I gave her to Kmart. Armed with more than one hundred extra-strength trash bags, I started stuffing like a madwoman. I had the living room completely done when Carissa and Mom

  returned, much too early. Kmart had run out of pink sweat suits on the sale rack, which had triggered one of Mom’s panic attacks. When she found me cleaning, Mom started screaming, “No!

  No! No! No! No!” for minutes, then began punching herself in the side of her head hard enough to leave a bruise. Carissa and I restrained her on the

  cleared-from-shit-for-the-first-time-in-years couch. Since Carissa and I were planning a move to Florida at the end of the summer, we acquiesced and calmed Mom by helping her rearrange her piles of

  trash. She kept mumbling over and over, “Your room is yours, Portia. The rest is mine. Your room is yours, Portia. The rest is mine,” which muted Carissa and drained all the color from

  her skin.




  Back in the present moment, Mom says, “Like you remember from the last time you were here? Diet Coke with Lime? Good?”




  “Very good. But they have Diet Coke with Lime in Florida too, Mom. You can get these pretty much anywhere in the world, so you don’t have to keep so much of it—”




  “Your room is just as you left it. I haven’t touched a thing!”




  “A little Portia Kane museum. Just like the dining room, I bet.”




  I walk into the next room, which doesn’t have a dining room table in it like you might think, but instead boasts a five-foot-square tower of my grandfather’s lifetime magazine

  collection, National Geographics stacked with yellow spines out, the rest with spines facing in—who knows why, maybe they’re old girlie magazines—and the whole thing

  towering so high the cheap dusty gold chandelier rests atop, its chain piled limp next to it. These were moved up from the basement when we started getting water leaks. The dining room table is now

  down there, each leg up on a cinderblock, mostly because that makes no sense whatsoever and this is a mad, mad home. You could kill someone by pushing the magazine tower onto them. The walls of

  this room are wallpapered floor to ceiling with taped-up pictures of me. There is a two-foot-wide walkway separating the four sides of the magazine tower from the million or so versions of my

  always-aging face.




  If I could bear to look, I could trace the history of my entire life.




  Baby pictures. First day of kindergarten and every other year, all the way through college. Every Halloween costume. Every Easter and Christmas outfit. My fat phases. My acne. Every date in an

  ill-fitting suit or out-of-fashion tuxedo who ever slid cheap flower arrangements around my wrist while pretending not to look at my hoarder mother’s many piles of dusty junk before taking me

  to a dance—me wearing poofy Disney-princess sleeves and shiny cheap fabric that made me into the shape of an uppercase A.




  My mother’s life work is on these four walls.




  I am her single contribution to the world, the poor woman.




  It’s amazing that she’s never had an existential crisis.




  Of course, the fourth wall is mostly pictures of Ken’s and my wedding, all removed from the very expensive leather-bound album I sent her and in which she doesn’t appear,

  because—even though Ken purchased her first-class airline tickets and an ocean-view suite at the hotel—she refused to travel to Barbados to attend the ceremony, claiming it was

  “too dangerous for an unmarried white woman.”




  And then beyond the wedding photos on the fourth wall are all of the shots I’ve sent her over the years from trips Ken and I’ve taken around the world—scenes I do not wish to

  revisit. And yet I know them all by heart already and can’t help imagining me smiling stupidly in front of the Eiffel Tower holding a flaky baguette like a sword in two fists, the Great

  Pyramid of Giza resting like a tray of food in the palm of my hand, me in a black bikini sipping rum and sugary milk from a coconut with a ring of flowers around my neck in Hawaii, me pretending to

  talk on the phone in one of those red booths they have in London, me standing next to a koala bear in a tree at an animal refuge in Australia, the underwater shots of me and Ken in flippers and the

  silly snorkel gear floating over the Great Barrier Reef, me with my arms spread Christlike with the great white iconic statue looming over my shoulder in Rio de Janeiro—so many stupid

  pictures we took all over the world ended up here in this hellish place, with my mother circling endlessly around her National Geographics tower to fuel the merry-go-round narrative of my

  life, wearing out the dusty carpet even, an endless zero of obsession and insanity keeping her from having any adventures herself, from ever experiencing anything but the piles of trash with which

  she surrounds herself.




  For some reason, I envision ancient ape people finger-painting on cave walls, the glow of a torch illuminating their Neanderthal faces as they squat and make stick figures and hide in sunless

  godforsaken dankness from the saber-toothed tigers that roam freely with huge top-of-the-food-chain teeth and ferocious appetites.




  What is my mother’s real-life saber-toothed tiger? I’ll probably never know.




  Now we have reality TV shows, memoirs, and all sorts of information and resources about hoarders, but when I was a child I didn’t even know the word for what my mother was. There was never

  a diagnosis, so how could there have been a solution? No one found my mother grotesquely fascinating enough back then to put her on television and make her disease part of popular culture. I

  can’t decide if that was a blessing or a curse. And regardless, I’ve come to believe that there is no cure for Mom now. Her mind’s been rotting for far too long. Some people you

  just can’t resurrect, no matter how much you love them.




  The living room is almost inaccessible, as Mom has made a mini city of out-of-date phone books and expired coupon clippings tied up with string. There are pyramids of cheap teddy bears and

  plastic-faced baby dolls, more cases of Diet Coke with Lime stacked and waiting to quench my mythical thirst, Johnny Cash and Dolly Parton records purchased by mail order and still in the original

  plastic because Mom owns no record player, shoe boxes crammed with receipts older than me, endless cans of spaghetti sauce, never-been-cracked cookbooks, my grandfather’s childhood baseball

  card and tool collections in boxes labeled DADDY’S STUFF, and so many other useless items, stacked and teetering in a

  way that reminds me of Dr. Seuss cartoons.




  “Don’t move anything,” Mom says. “Just don’t. I know where everything is!”




  “Where can I sit?” I ask facetiously, because sitting anywhere but in Mom’s crumb-infested pink recliner is an impossibility.




  “Your room,” she says. “That’s your space. I haven’t touched it.”




  “Have you been saving the money I’ve been transferring into your account?”




  “Of course! We have lots of money! I have bank statements. Every single one!”




  “I bet you do.”




  “I would never ever—”




  “Mom, I’ve left Ken. We’re done.”




  “You’ll work out your differences. Couples fight. That’s the way it—”




  “No, Mom. He cheated on me. With a very young woman—among others. He’s not been nice to me. He’s been subhuman. Awful. Really shitty, Mom. I’ve completely fucked up

  my life.”




  “Don’t curse like that, Portia! Not in my father’s house!”




  “Mom, can I stay here awhile? I don’t really don’t want to live in a hotel right now. And I don’t have the energy to rekindle any of the old friendships that I failed to

  maintain because I’m a bitch who chose money over true connections.”




  “You can stay in your room! Right here! Sure, sure, sure! I can get more Diet Coke with Lime at the Acme right across the street. Please stay. Please! I would love for you to

  stay.”




  “Thanks, Mom. But we have enough soft drinks, I think. And I’m getting more and more worried we might kill each other. You did hear the part about Ken cheating on me, right? That was

  a pretty significant part of the story, which probably requires acknowledgment from you. I’m really leaving him.”




  “Don’t rush to conclusions, Portia! Family is family.”




  “We got by before Ken. We’ll get by now. Somehow. I’m starting over. I’m kind of in pain. My heart is broken. As high school as that sounds. I should warn you that

  I’ve been drinking a lot, and I don’t plan on stopping anytime soon.”




  “I haven’t touched your room. That’s your space. The Diet Cokes too. With lime. Drink those! Those are for you. Just don’t touch anything else in the house.

  Okay? Everything will be fine. Everything has a place. Everything. Even you. On the walls of the dining room and in your bedroom upstairs. That will always be your space. It’s so good to have

  you home!”




  “I can’t live like this again,” I say to the ceiling.




  “Would you like another Diet Coke with Lime?”




  “Why not?”




  Mom waddles around her mountain of National Geographics and returns with a fresh Diet Coke with Lime. I hand her my old one, which is still full.
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