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        I am even moved and puzzled by those books which bear no
 Dedication or Acknowledgments page at all,
 As if the book were composed on a rocky knoll
 By the Muse alone.
 MAYBE NEXT TIME.

 This book is dedicated, first and foremost, to my incomparable
 mother, Delonda Hartmann.

 It is also for my brother and sister, Dan Jarvis and Melinda Mullens,
 And in memory of my father, Bob Jarvis, and grandmother Mom Mary.
 It is for Elaine, Rick, Jenny and Jessica, Josh and Abby,
 And Wayne, who got The Girl after all.

 It is for Beth Dalton, brave and true friend of thirty-six years,
 Whose heart has never closed to me, and who allows me
 To stand and consider with her
 The Molly-shaped hole in the world.

 It is the only way I will ever know how to thank
 Julie Newman.

 It is for my beloved Amy Scheibe.

 It is for Christopher Schelling, who read it on the subway
 And in the dead of night and while he had a fever.
 Stars are being hammered onto his crown right this second.

 It is dedicated to the people of Mooreland, Indiana,
 With my abiding gratitude for their support and fine sympathies.
 For my mistakes, misjudgments, and glib unkindnesses,
 I hope to someday be forgiven.

 It is for Ben.

 It is for my children, Kat and Obadiah, who are even now writing the
 story of their own Time and Place.

 And this book is John’s,
 As they all have been and all will be.
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Preface





A few years ago I wrote some essays about the town in which I grew up. Mooreland, Indiana, was paradise for a child — my old friend Rose and I have often said so — small, flat, entirely knowable. When I say it was small I mean the population was three hundred people. I cannot stress this enough. People approach me to say they, too, grew up in small towns and when I ask the size they say, “Oh, six thousand or so.” A town of six thousand people is a wild metropolis. Once a woman told me that she’d grown up in a small town of fifteen thousand, and I was forced to turn my head away from her crazy geographic assessment. These people do not know small. Of course there was the elderly woman who told me she was reared in a hamlet with a population of twenty-six. I offered to be her servant for the rest of her life but she was too polite to accept.


Because the town was so knowable and the times they were a-changin’ (it was the sixties and the seventies), Mooreland was blessed with a cast of characters my family and I found interesting and so we talked about them a lot over the years. There were my parents themselves, of course, and my brother and sister, my most-loved grandmother, Mom Mary, and my aunt Donita. There was the woman who lived across the street from us, Edythe, who daily threatened to kill my cats and who, in fact, was not averse to snuffing out my own life, to hear my sister tell it. There were my best friends, Rose and red-haired Julie, and their parents, who, without a sigh or a complaint where I could hear it, kept me relatively clean and well fed. There were my next-door neighbors, the kind and lovely Hickses, and all the people of the Mooreland Friends Church. But for character nothing rivaled the town itself, the three parallel streets bordered at the north end by a cemetery and at the south by a funeral home. It was the dearest postage stamp of native soil a person could wish for.


I started writing the essays as a way to amuse my mom and sister. I’d write something, call, and read it to them. I had no ambitions for the essays and one need only read the above paragraphs to understand why. Indiana is not the state our national eye turns toward for fascinating narratives, strangely enough. Mooreland is definitely not a mecca for the literary arts, although it is rich with crafts. And no one cares about the reminiscences of one more child with one more set of parents and neighbors and friends. I myself have been known to wince as if stabbed with wide-bore needles when faced with yet another coming-of-age memoir.


So I wrote my essays with nothing much in mind and eventually there were so many essays about nothing they made a book and then I don’t know what happened. I turned around one day and the book was taken on by a publisher and then it had a cover — and I am talking about the most unfortunate cover imaginable: me as a six-month-old baby, wearing a dress my mother made. I was a tragic little monkey child: bald, with the kind of ears that look fine on woodland creatures but in human culture tend to be corrected surgically. I was holding Mom’s watch, which was dripping with drool, as I was teething. I’m sorry, I need to say this all again. On the cover of the book was my cross-eyed monkey baby picture, holding a drool-drenched watch. I nearly fainted the first time I saw it. I called my editor and asked if she was serious and she said yes. Thus did A Girl Named Zippy skitter out into the world, and thus was my self-respect laid to rest.


I didn’t expect much from that little book. I was and remain surprised that some people bought it and liked it. But even though it was kindly received in some quarters, I swore I’d never write a sequel. I don’t like sequels, by and large, although sometimes they are welcome. The most important reason to forgo a follow-up was that I’d already sent strangers uninvited into the town and the lives of people I love and respect and I could not imagine doing so again.


A strange thing happened, though, on the many book tours that supported the publication of Zippy and of my two novels. In every city I was asked what became of the people I’d drawn — according to my own lights and in keeping with my memory of them — where they were now and if they were happy. That was to be expected. But I was also always asked this: “What about your mom? Did she ever get up off the couch?” The first time I heard the question a little bell rang on a faraway hill, and I knew if I ever did (and I wouldn’t) write a follow-up (which I absolutely would not do ), that would be the subject and that would be the title.


Of course I gave in to the six or seven people clamoring for a sequel. In the beginning I didn’t intend to write anything but a continuing portrait of my family, in particular of my mother. Toward the end of Zippy my father and I watched Mom pedal away on my new bicycle, riding toward points unknown; we knew something was afoot but we didn’t know what. She Got Up Off the Couch begins at that point — it seemed an appropriate jumping-off place for a book about an individual woman in a very particular place. But when Rose read the final draft she pointed out that Mother’s evolution, personal as it was, is also the story of a generation of women who stood up and rocked the foundations of life in America. They didn’t know they were doing so — they were trying to save their own lives, I think — but in the process they took it on the chin for everyone who followed. I know my own mother did.


I will never do anything half so grand or important. I couldn’t tell this story any way except through my own eyes, but that doesn’t make me the star of the show. As Zippy was a bow to Mooreland, Indiana, this is a love letter, humbly conceived and even more modestly written, to my father, my brother, the sister who is my very breath of life, and most of all to the woman who stood up, brushed away the pork rind crumbs, and escaped by the skin of her teeth. It is a letter to all such women, wherever they may be.
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Mr. Antrobus:





Well, how’s the whole crooked family?


— THORNTONWILDER,

 The Skin of Our Teeth,ACTI
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The Test





The couch in the den was the color the crayon people called Flesh even though it resembled no human or animal flesh on Planet Earth, and the couch fabric was nubbled in a pattern of diamonds. It was best to prevent the nubbles from coming into direct contact with one’s real Flesh, so there was usually a blanket or a towel or clothing spread out as a buffer. Also no one wanted to pick up the blanket, the towel, and the clothing and fold them. Or even pick them up. So it was a fine arrangement.


She had a lamp, a small end table so covered with things — layer upon layer — that the stuff at the bottom was from a different decade than the stuff in the middle. She had a cardboard box in which she kept books from the bookmobile; her favorite afghan for emergency napping; a notebook and pen. There had been years with no telephone but mostly the telephone worked and was often near Mother’s head — often enough, in fact, that Dad referred to it as her Siamese twin. The television was only a few feet away, and there were always animals for company. Five steps in one direction was the kitchen; four steps in the other was the bathroom. In winter the den was the only room in the house with heat, so we all lived there. In summer it was so hot I feared spontaneous combustion, which Dr. Demento reported was happening to Canadian priests with regularity. I popped in and out of the den, I was a very busy person and my responsibilities were numerous which Mother understood. Dad came and went — he also had engagements far and wide and we had long since ceased asking what they were. A man had to protect his mysteries; it was one of the primary Liberties of Manhood in our home. There were many others. My older brother, Dan, was gone to his grown-up life; my sister, Melinda, was on her way, at seventeen.


All my life there had been certain constants, facts so steady I assumed they were like trees or mountains, things you could trust to stay where you left them because they were mountains and yes the Bible says faith can move one but the Bible also says a whole lot of stuff that if you tried to make it true you’d end up in the Epileptic Village. My constants were the same as everyone else’s: a house with quite a few rooms and utilities that came and went. Church three times a week. Church so frequently and which I so much couldn’t get out of I considered ripping off my own fingernails in protest, or better yet someone else’s fingernails. My family. And no one as dependable as my mom, burrowed into the corner of that sprung sofa cushion, reading and eating crunchy foods, the television on, the telephone ringing. We’d never said a whole lot to each other, given that I was a citizen of the world and was generally on my way out the door. But she always smiled when I passed her, gave me a wave. And when I got home, there she was.


Something had been on the rise with Mom for a few months. There were many tearful meetings of her prayer cell, and at least half a dozen thrown-down fleeces (bargains made with God) and phone calls and arrangements. One of her fleeces involved a television commercial of Abraham Lincoln in a classroom. He was standing at a podium saying if I was thinking of going back to college, did I know that I could test out of some required courses by signing up for the CLEP Test, which stood for College-Level Examination Program. This was all news to me. I heard Mom talk to her women at church about that commercial, and an agreement was reached: if she saw it on the following Friday, anytime before 6:00P.M., she would call the number on the screen.


On that Friday, although I didn’t know why we were waiting for it or what it would mean if she called, I spent the whole afternoon nervously watching TV with Mom. Dad was gone, so it was just the two of us. Three o’clock came and went, and then four, and five, and Mom sank deeper and deeper into a heavy silence punctuated with heartbroken little sighs, because a fleece thrown down is an unbreakable contract. At 5:55 she got up and went into the kitchen and stood holding on to the sink, as if she might throw up. At 5:57, she bowed her head. At 5:58 she looked up; I thought she had come to a decision, or was constructing a new shelter made of resignation. At 5:59 I felt my own throat swell with empathy, and at 5:59 and 30 seconds, Abraham Lincoln walked across the classroom that would become my mother’s life, and when I looked up at her, she was staring at the television screen with her eyes wide and her mouth open and I knew that what I was witnessing was no less than a miracle.


We had only one vehicle, Dad’s truck, and Dad didn’t plan to be home on the Saturday Mom needed to be in Muncie, thirty miles away, to register for the test. He wasn’t mean about it, but he wasn’t exactly flexible, either.


I had to be home by the time the streetlights came on in the evening, and that spring I spent more than one twilight tearing down the street toward home as if the Devil were on my case, trying to beat the specific light that shone on the corner of Charles and Broad. I had taken to spending all my time out of school away from home, because there were changes afoot that couldn’t be named or even described. Walking into my house felt like hitting water belly first; it looked like one thing, but it felt like glass. My dad still sat in his chair and smoked, watching Westerns and drinking whiskey, and my mom still read and talked on the phone and would scratch my back if I asked her. But there was a strange resistance in her, some stubbornness that made her unreachable, and the way Dad kept his jaw set was a fence around him. My older sister, Melinda, Queen of the Fair and all-around pinching machine, still lived at home but barely.


So in the evenings I went to my friend Rose’s house, where all manner of wonder prevailed. For one thing, they had a mint-green kitchen, and they kept Velveeta cheese in their refrigerator, along with fresh milk from actual cows and sometimes Joyce skimmed the cream off the top and let us have some. It was horrible, and an experience I had repeated many times. When Joyce baked a chicken she let me have the skin.


“You can have some of the meat, you crazy kid,” she’d say.


“No thanks.”


Joyce made Autumn Soup, which was some very reliable form of soup with vegetables and hamburger in it, and Rose’s sister Maggie and I had to peel the potatoes, because Rose had some skin disease on her hands and peeling potatoes made them break out in a rash, which seemed like a convenient time for lunatic itching, but it worked. And Rose’s little brother Patrick would sit on a box for hours if you told him to wait there for the bus. He’d sit there till Joyce found him, anyway, and then she’d threaten to start smacking, and maybe at that point I’d have to go home, because Joyce was not above smacking — she was a Catholic — but I was a Quaker and smacking wasn’t part of our religion.


But the most interesting thing Rose had was a persimmon tree, another Catholic delicacy. It grew between her house and the house that served as a parsonage for the North Christian Church, and sometimes it was the cause of feuding. Almost invariably after the persimmons got ripe a big windstorm came up and caused them to fly through the air and splatter on the parsonage like little balloons filled with orange paint. The North Christians were against it, and sometimes threatened William and Joyce with the Law. But William and Joyce just went merrily on their way, eating steaks, drinking cocktails, and smoking cigarettes.


Just a glance at persimmons reveals them to be suspicious fruits and yet we ate them constantly. Joyce put them in jams and pies, she even made something with the word “pudding” in the title although of course it was not real pudding because it wasn’t chocolate and it hadn’t come from a box. I was too polite to point the truth out.


When we weren’t eating persimmons we were finding other uses for them. One day that spring Rose and I were sitting under the persimmon tree just as it was blooming. Rose picked one of the blossoms off and held it on the tip of her finger. At the center was a seed and all around the edges were white petals. I looked at it.


“Do you know what you do with one of these?” Rose asked me.


I shook my head.


“You put it in your nose like this,” she said, placing the seed part just inside her nostril so that the petals flared out around her nose. It was beautiful, like nostril jewelry.


“Give me one,” I said, picking a little blossom off the tree.


Rose added another to her own face and then she really looked like a flower garden. I was adjusting mine when I forgot what I was doing and inhaled. Up! went the little seed. Up! went the lovely little petals.


“Jeez O Flip!” I shouted. The little seed was all the way up in my brain part.


Rose leapt to her feet. “Okay, look, we’ve got to get that out and don’t tell my mom. Or else let’s just leave it in there.” She looked around, furtive as one of the dope fiends on Dragnet. “How does it feel, can you breathe?”


I studied her as I felt around along the side of my nose for the location of the seed. “You shammed me,” I said. I’d always counted on Rose to be a straight-up, good-grades, book-reading kind of girl, and here she was getting frisky. The little flower had been dusty with pollen. I sneezed.


“I didn’t exactly sham you,” Rose said as I walked out of her yard.


I sneezed again. “Oh, yeah? Then why do I have a persimmon up my nose?” I shouted back. I sneezed again. The whole thing was becoming uncomfortable, and I could hardly get any air up my left nose hole.


On the walk home I sneezed twelve more times. I had read in the Guinness Book of World Records, which had become my favorite book, that a man had spent the last few years of his life sneezing and then his heart wore out. I stopped in front of the Marathon and felt my heart. I sneezed again.


When I walked in the house, Mom covered the mouthpiece of the telephone. “God bless you,” she said.


“Thanks.” I headed straight upstairs. I was afraid for Mom to discover the truth, because she only had three rules in the entire world, which doesn’t amount to many, and thus it was improbably rude that I’d broken one in public.


1.There’s no such thing as a free lunch. (This was patently untrue, since about half my elementary school was on the Free Lunch program.)


2. Don’t give advice to God. (Secretly I did nothing else, but I didn’t figure Mom needed to know it. I said to God: Find my house slippers. Close school tomorrow. Feed the dogs. Give my mom a car so she can go to the CLEP thing.)


3. Don’t stick anything up your nose.


I tried to poke at the seed with a pencil, but it seemed I just pushed it up farther. Disaster loomed. I finally figured out what I needed to do. I fetched the vacuum cleaner out of Mom and Dad’s closet, and disconnected the tube part from the big flat part. I didn’t have much experience with vacuum cleaners, but I had plenty with Taking Apart. I held the tube up to my left nose hole and turned the sweeper on with my foot. There was all manner of dust and cat hair in the tube, and the combination of the dust and the noise the machine made caused me to jump backward and lose control of the hose, which jumped around on the floor. I began sneezing in earnest. No way would my heart survive this one. I gave one big final sneeze and the flower came out, just as Mom turned the corner into her bedroom. I speedy quick put my hand down and let the vacuum cleaner suck up the seed.


“What are you doing?” Mom asked, truly bewildered.


“Sweepin’,” I answered, pointing to the vacuum cleaner.


“You’re sitting on the floor. What are you sweeping? What’s all over your nose?” She leaned over, licked her thumb, and threatened me with a spit bath. “Were you vacuuming your face ?”


“Ha! Wouldn’t that be ridiculous.” I pulled my T-shirt up and scrubbed hard at my nose, destroying the evidence. “I must have just gotten dusty playing at Rose’s. Whew! That’s a dusty place.”


Mom looked at me for a minute. “Put the sweeper away, please,” she said as she turned back toward the den.


“Okay! Not a problem!”


I looked out the window. There was still an hour or so of daylight left. I left the vacuum cleaner lying in pieces on the floor and ran outside.


Mom should have been upset about missing her chance to take the CLEP test, but she wasn’t, and for a while I couldn’t figure out why. Then one night, weeks after we saw Abraham Lincoln, I was sitting on the couch with her and coloring in my coloring book, listening to her talk on the phone. She often tucked the phone against her shoulder while she talked, and in that way could continue knitting or reading. I’d never seen a person do so many things at once. And her voice was just a steady murmur, like a voice I sometimes heard as I was falling asleep.


She was talking to one of her women friends; I couldn’t tell who. I heard her say, “I have to be there by ten this Saturday to register. No, it’s okay, it’s all taken care of.” Then she changed the subject, and in a few minutes she hung up. The phone rang a little later and she said the same thing to that friend, and by the time I’d finished coloring Snow White in Her Glass Casket, she’d said it to four or five different people. I watched her out of the corner of my eye, her head tucked down, her knitting needles ticking together in a rhythmic, hypnotic sway. All those years I had thought she was just sitting there, but it turned out she’d been quietly amassing an army, and now they were coming to take her home.


On Saturday morning, Dad didn’t go anywhere. He puttered in his toolshed; he took a little constitutional around town. He drank coffee and whistled, and in his whistle was something to be devoutly avoided. I stayed around the house. We were all waiting on something. A little after nine a car pulled up behind Dad’s truck. It was Mom’s friend Carol, who was one of my favorites. Carol had peachy-colored skin and wore her hair wrapped around the top of her head like a sticky bun. She had a beautiful smile, and when she had laundry to do she said she had to get to her warshing. Her Wiener Dog had been the first dog to ever bite me, but I didn’t hold it against either of them.


“Hey, kiddo!” Carol said when she saw me. She had a big voice.


“Hi, Carol! Mom’s inside!” I had a big voice, too, when Carol was around.


We walked in the front door. Mom looked at us. She stood up.
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They left without saying anything to Dad. He came down to the sidewalk and stood with me as we watched them drive away.


“Time was, a woman wouldn’t have gotten in a man’s marriage that way,” Dad said.


I wasn’t sure what he expected me to say. Times change? Or did he want me to remember one of Mom’s handy mottoes, like We must live while it is day ? I looked up at him. He wasn’t really talking to me.


My brother’s big green Plymouth was still sitting where he’d parked it when he left for Fort Polk, Louisiana. It hadn’t started in three weeks and the windshield wipers didn’t work. Dad complained once a day that he’d lost the key, and so in addition to having it towed down to the mechanic who worked at the old gas station on the south end of town, he was going to have to have a key made before Dan came home from boot camp.


The CLEP test was scheduled for a Wednesday, and on Monday afternoon as I walked home from school I saw the most amazing thing. Mom was sitting in Dan’s car, trying to start it. In my entire life I’d never seen my mother sit in the driver’s seat of anything. I walked up and tapped on the window. She was staring straight ahead, and appeared for a moment not to see me. I tapped again. Mom’s shoulders rose and fell in a sigh as she opened the door. I watched her slip the lost key into the pocket of her house-dress, then she climbed out of the car and kissed me on the top of my head and started toward the house. I closed the car door. No one ever precisely asked me to, but good Lord if I’d only had a nickel for every secret I was obliged to keep.


On Wednesday, Lindy and I stayed home from school. Rain was coming down in sheets, hard enough and fast enough that I feared for the little May flowers. Melinda asked Mom what she was going to wear, and Mom produced an enormous orange dress from the back of her closet.


“Mom Mary lent it to me,” Mom said, holding it up for inspection.


Melinda swallowed. “What size is it?”


“It’s a 24.That should be just about right.”


Lindy and I didn’t look at each other.


After we got Mom in the dress, she put on the shoes Mom Mary had given her to go with the dress. “Oh no! They’re too big and I’m running out of time!”


“Okay, okay. Don’t panic. Sweetheart,” Melinda said, turning to me, “go get today’s newspaper.”


I ran in the den and grabbed the Courier-Times. Lindy tore the front page in half, wadded it up and stuffed it in the toes of the orange high heels. “Try this.”


Mom had put her hair, which was thin and baby-fine, in a bun, and when she leaned over to put the shoes on a second time, some of it slid out of the pins and fell around her face. She walked a bit unsteadily into the bathroom and looked in the mirror.


“Dear God. I look like a drunken school bus.”


When Mom picked up her purse and headed for the door, I knew she was going to try Danny’s car again, and I felt Dad’s voice well up in my throat: You’ll never make it. You don’t know how to drive, and that car’s got no windshield wipers. Would you trade your life for this? But I didn’t say anything and neither did Melinda. Mom kissed me on the cheek and hugged Lindy, and the two of us girls went to the picture window in the living room and watched her.


She walked down the steps and out onto the sidewalk, the rain pummeling her plastic rain hat and the old plaid coat she was wearing. She took the key out of her coat pocket and got in the car, then put her head down on the steering wheel, and as she sat that way the rain gradually began to ease, and then she sat up and tried the ignition, and the car started and the rain stopped all at the same time.


“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” I said, flabbergasted.


Mom turned and waved at us. Danny’s car lurched into Charles Street; stopped; lurched again, and Mom figured out what she was doing and drove straight on down the street.


We watched her until she turned onto Broad Street and out of sight. Melinda straightened up. “She didn’t ask for much in the past twenty-seven years.”


“I guess she didn’t.”


“She’s got eighty-six cents in her purse, nothing else. I don’t know what will happen to her if the car won’t start when it’s time to come home.”


I knew I should still be worried, but I suddenly felt that anything was possible, and that most things, though certainly not all, would turn out okay.


A few weeks later, an envelope came from Ball State. Mom opened it like it was the Academy Awards, and sat for a few minutes studying the results.


“What’s it say? How’d you do? Did you get a A plus?” I asked, trying to peer over her shoulders.


“I tested out of forty hours,” Mom said, flipping through a catalog that had come with the letter.


I counted. Forty hours was not quite two days. But two days out of school was better than nothing.


“Sorry about that, Mom,” I said. I thought I might ride down to Rose’s house and tell her Mom passed.


“That’s a whole year, sweetheart,” she said as I headed toward the door. I stopped.


“A whole year ?”


Mom nodded. And then I saw on her face that she was as shocked as I was; she didn’t know any better than I did what to make of the news. For a few more seconds we were just frozen, and then she shrugged her shoulders — What can you do? — and reached over and picked up the phone.
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I Knew Glen

Before He Was a Superstar





Dad called me inside when it started to get dark. He told me that if I’d come in and take a bath without fighting him I could watch the Glen Campbell show. I acted bored with Glen Campbell, but in fact, I thought he was the best singer in the world besides Barry Gibb. Plus his little cap of blond hair always lay on his head as still and soft as a sleeping cat.


I had an album of his that had on it maybe the best song of the decade, “Where’s the Playground Susie,” which is essentially about a good-looking blond man asking for directions. Dad sometimes called my sister Susie, for vague historical reasons, and Melinda and Glen would have made a very handsome couple, so I was glad they had never met. It was bad enough that my sister had the attentions of Joe Overton who lived down the street and was a friend of my brother. He had, strictly speaking, been my first love, and I was only beginning to recover from him.
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Once I got in the tub I usually had quite a good time. I played an ongoing game that was essentially a bathtub version of Evil Queen, my favorite game to play with Rose and Maggie, reduced to just one player. In this game I was forced to slave away at an Evil Laundromat. Before getting in the tub I collected all the washrags I could find. My job was to wash them in front of me, then swirl them around in the rinse water on my right side, pass them behind me for drying, and fold them on my left side. At a good Laundromat that would have been the end of the game, but because it was Evil, as soon as I got them folded I had to start all over again. The washrags never got clean enough.


I hated personal hygiene, and yet once I got in the tub it was hard to get me out. Dad used to become convinced that I’d drowned, because I played so quietly. I worried him to no end. The bathroom was connected to our den, where we did all our living, and so Dad kept time on his watch from his favorite chair in front of the television. Every seven minutes he would call out, “Zip? You all right?” and I would yell back, “Playing!”


I finally got out of the tub only a few minutes before Glen Campbell was supposed to begin. I was hot and thirsty from sitting in the water so long. We had our own well, which had the coldest, most sharply metallic water in town. All other water tasted like soap to me. Rose’s water, for instance, passed through a softener and an aerator as it came out the tap, so it was foul-tasting and full of holes. On the bathroom sink was a plastic coffee cup Blue Bonnet margarine came in. We had a million of them. I stood naked in front of the sink, drinking cup after cup of cold water. I probably drank eight cups before I felt better. Once I put the cup down I realized that my belly was sticking out like an orphan’s and that I couldn’t very easily bend down to pick up my pajamas. I took a step toward the bathtub and heard water sloshing around in my stomach as if in a jar. I stopped. I took a step. Water was most definitely making a noise in my stomach.


I threw open the bathroom door and ran stark naked into the den. My dad turned and looked at me without any discernible surprise. Mom looked up from her corner of the couch, where she was knitting.


“Listen, listen! No, wait — turn down the TV!”


Dad stood up and turned down the sound. My parents gathered close to me, and I swung my suddenly fat little belly back and forth, and there it was, the sound of the sea.


“Well, listen to that,” Dad said, wide-eyed.


“Now, what do you suppose is in there?” Mom asked, looking at my dad.


“It’s water! I drank about a hundred cups of water and it’s all sloshing around!” Before they could express any more wonder at my trick, the Glen Campbell show started.


“Okay, that’s enough, everybody sit down for the show,” I said, directing them to their standard locations.


“Aren’t you going to get dressed?” Dad asked, turning up the volume on the TV, by which time I was already curled up on the couch next to Mom.


“She can sit here like this for a little while, Bob. Let her get dressed during a commercial.”


“Yeah,” I said. “Let her get dressed during a commercial.”


Mom pulled the end of the afghan she was knitting over my legs. It was soft and warm, even though it had so many holes in it. Dad handed me my best coloring book, “Sleeping Beauty,” and my crayons. I had to have my own because I pressed down so hard that Mom and Melinda refused to share with me anymore. And all through Glen Campbell no one reminded me that I had to get dressed, and so I got to spend the rest of the evening happily working on my coloring book, naked.
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The Rules of Evil Queen





Object of the Game: Evil Queen has no objective other than complaining and the avoidance of beheading.


The Players: Rose, Maggie, and Zippy. Patrick plays only by contributing his cloth diapers. (Note: Always use clean diapers. The game can take a disastrous turn if the diapers have been used even a little.)


The Rules: Player One stands at the baby washtub and washes the stack of cloth diapers by hand. She then hands them to Player Two, who is stationed at the canopy bed. Player Two removes the canopy pegs and hangs up the just-washed diapers, holding them in place with the canopy pegs. They dry immediately. Player Two hands the diapers to Player Three, who is stationed at the miniature ironing board, which Zippy secretly covets for its smallness. Player Three irons the diapers and hands them back to Player One, who washes them and hands them to Player Two, etc.


Restrictions: Players may not, at any time, discuss anything but their own downtroddenness and the shocking fertility of the Evil Queen, who has 137 children. Players may occasionally note the suffering of the other serfs, such as those working in the Evil Bread Shoppe and the Evil Forge, wherein are made the Evil Breads and Evil Horseshoes, but Players must endlessly remind one another that no one works harder or under worse conditions than the Evil Diaper Service. (Note: Restrictions apply to all variations of the game, including Evil Laundromat — washcloths — and Evil Shoeshine.)


Conclusion of Play: Often corresponds to dinnertime or the sudden, uncontrollable sleepiness of Player Three.
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Vacuum Cleaner





The following is a transcript of an actual tape made on my blue tape recorder. The setting is my Mom Mary’s house on Shoppe Avenue, in New Castle.


DAD: Donita, look at this.


DONITA, MY DAD’S SISTER: (Shouts) Mother, what are you doing in the closet?


MOM MARY, MY GRANDMA: (Inaudible, from the closet)


DAD: Donita.


DONITA: (Shouts) I know you’re tearing something up in there.


GRANDMA: (Still inaudible)


DAD: Donita, look at this.


MY MOM:What’s she doing?


DONITA: God knows. It sounds like she’s taking down all the winter coats.


DAD: It’s a tape recorder.


DONITA: I see that. It’s very nice.


DAD: I got it for taping Lindy’s speeches. You just push this silver knob around: up for Play, left for Rewind, right for Fast Forward. To record, you press this red button and talk into the microphone.


DONITA: For taping Melinda’s speeches, you say?


DAD:Yeah. This way she can hear what she sounds like. She can time them, too.


MY MOM: Look, she made it out of the closet. Lord, she’s got her vacuum cleaner with her. Is she going to start sweeping?


DONITA: Mom, just turn around and put that vacuum cleaner away —


GRANDMA: (Coming into the room talking, she becomes audible in something like the opposite of the Doppler Effect)…show Bobby my new —


DONITA: — because we’ve got company and you’re not going to start —


GRANDMA: — vacuum cleaner.


DONITA: — sweeping again. This house is as clean as it’s gonna get.


DAD: It’s got pretty good sound. Lindy says she doesn’t sound like herself on tape, but she does. There’s probably a lot we could —


GRANDMA: Bobby?


DAD: — do with it. Record a lot of things.


GRANDMA: Bobby, I want you to look at this.


DONITA:That’s real nice.


MY MOM: Bob, your mother’s trying to show you something.


DAD: I saw it at Grant’s, and I thought, well, I could get that to help Lindy with her speeches. You know she’s going to the state finals in St. Louis in May.


MY MOM: I’ll look at it, Mom.


GRANDMA: Kenneth bought it for me. It’s got this long hose and the cord doesn’t tangle. On my old one the cord was forever getting tangled.


MY MOM:That was very nice of Kenneth.


GRANDMA: I’ll miss that old one —


DONITA:Where is Melinda?


MY MOM: She’s helping Danny look for an apartment.


GRANDMA: — though. I had it for nearly twenty years.


MY MOM: He’s decided to move to New Castle since he’s working at Anchor Hocking.


DAD:The microphone came with it, I didn’t have to pay extra. I told him he should stay home with us, but no, no, he can’t just listen to his old dad.


GRANDMA: Bobby?


DAD:There’s plenty of room in our house and there’s no need to just rush off —


MY MOM: Danny gets his mind set on something —


DAD: — this way, but you can’t talk to the boy.


MY MOM: — it’s difficult to talk to him.


GRANDMA: Bobby?


DAD:Yep. (Stretching) We’re all going to St. Louis in May. We’re staying in a hotel. I figure Lindy can practice her speech all the way there.


DONITA:You say you’re all going? (Turning to me) You’re awful quiet.


DAD: She’s always quiet. She’s my girl. Whose girl are you? Tell it into the tape recorder.


ME: Daddy’s.


DAD: Whew! She’s still my girl! I was worried you might have changed your mind.


GRANDMA: Bobby? I want you to see something.


MY MOM: Here’s your poor old mother sitting right here and you show no compunction about saying you’re Daddy’s girl. Who nursed you for eighteen months? Who carried you on her hip till you were three?


DAD: (Inhaling his cigarette) St. Louis is a rough place. But we’re all going.


GRANDMA: Did you eat any of this cake, Dee? Have some.


MY MOM: I had a big piece. It was good. No — that’s okay, I don’t want any more.


GRANDMA:Well, give it to that child. She don’t eat enough to keep a bird alive. I never saw a child so skinny.


MY MOM: I don’t think she can eat any more either. She had a big bowl of chicken and noodles, too. You want any more, honey? She can’t eat any more, Mom.


GRANDMA: It’s an applesauce cake.


MY MOM: It’s good.


GRANDMA:You should have some more.


MY MOM: I can’t. See if Bob will have some more. It sure was good, though. Moist.


GRANDMA:That’s the applesauce. Bobby? You want some more cake?


DAD: I had enough cake. You’re always trying to overfeed me.


DONITA: I hope it stops raining soon. I need to mow.


DAD:You mow too much.


MY MOM: Bob doesn’t believe in cutting the grass until little children begin disappearing in it.


GRANDMA: Bobby?


(There are many flurries of noise. Enter Danny and Melinda. Melinda enters talking.)


MELINDA:You could too have turned on A Avenue.


DANNY: (Silence)


MY MOM: Hey, kids. Did you find something?


GRANDMA: Sit down and have some cake. You both look like you don’t eat enough.


DAD: She’s going to try to kill you with cake. For God’s sake, sit down and have a piece so she’ll shut up.


DONITA: Did you find an apartment?


MELINDA:Well, we found something, but it wasn’t big enough for him. Tell them about it. He said it was too small, which was a bunch of crap, because how much room does he need? Enough for his sleeping bag and his fossil collection. That’s about eight square feet. And he needs a kitchen for storing his five-gallon drum of peanut butter. Tell them about the second one. He said it was too expensive, which was also a bunch of crap, because he doesn’t spend his money on anything.


GRANDMA: Did you get you some cake, honey?


MELINDA:Thanks, Mom. I don’t know what he wants. He’s impossible.


DAD: Did you see I’ve got your tape recorder out here?


MELINDA: I see that.


DAD: I was just telling Donita how you can tape your speeches on it.


MELINDA:Yep, that’s what he bought it for.


DONITA: He says you’re going to St. Louis.


MELINDA: In May.


DONITA: He says you’re all going.


MELINDA:That’s what he tells me.


GRANDMA:Danny, son, do you want some milk with that cake?


DANNY: (Silence)


MY MOM: I’ll get it, Mom.


GRANDMA: Lord, honey, I’m already up. (She leaves for the kitchen.)


DONITA: If I don’t mow soon, the neighbors will start complaining.


DAD:You mow too much. That grass is barely peeking out of the ground. Give it a chance.


GRANDMA: (Setting down Danny’s milk) Bobby?


MY MOM: Bob?


MELINDA: Dad? Your mother is trying to talk to you.


DAD:We need to hit the road. I’ve got stuff I’ve got to do.


MY MOM and MELINDA (in unison): Places to go, people to see.


DAD:That’s right.


MELINDA:What important stuff do you have to do?


DAD: It’s private. This little one here has to get to her feeding. There’s some starving animals at home.


MY MOM: Bob, we’ve only been gone an hour.


GRANDMA: Bobby?


DAD: Mother, whuu-uu-uut?!


(Brief silence)


GRANDMA: I want you to see my new vacuum cleaner.


DAD: Is that it? That all? It’s real nice.


GRANDMA: Kenneth got it for me.


DAD: (Lighting a cigarette) So I hear. Bully for him.


GRANDMA: The cord doesn’t tangle. I’d had my old one for twenty years. This here’s a Kenmore. I should have it a long time, too.


DAD:Well, that’s real nice, Mom. I’m so glad that Kenneth could buy you a new vacuum cleaner, since he never comes to visit.


GRANDMA: Oh, Bobby, now. He’s just busy with his car lot.


DAD: Hmmmph. You always did love him best.


GRANDMA: I did not! The grief you’ve caused me, I hardly had time to love anybody else.


DAD: I’m an angel on this earth.


(This causes a generalized uproar of laughter.)


DAD: (Smacks the table) We’ve got to go. Zip, where are your shoes? Did you even wear —


(The recorder is abruptly shut off, and begins in the middle of a speech:)


MELINDA: — do about American apathy towards crime? We can begin by —


(Interrupted by much crackly handling of the microphone, and then Glen Campbell singing “Wichita Lineman” on television. In the background a dog barks.)
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Cowboys





Every couple of weeks Julie and I rode our bikes down to the junkyard half a mile from the Newmans’ farm to scour it for treasures. We called it a junkyard, but really it was just a stretch of woods of questionable ownership, where people stopped by the side of the road and threw their trash in.


These things never changed: a wringer washer slowly sinking and two old tractor tires. For a while there was a metal kitchen chair with a yellow plastic seat. Sometimes we sat on it. Eventually Julie got the idea to move it to our tree house, which just left four holes where the legs used to be. We had long ago pulled all the pop bottles out of the dirt and cashed them in at the drugstore, leaving a little minefield of half-buried aluminum cans, their jagged, toothy tops propped open in a parody of dinner. Sometimes live things fell in the cans between our visits. We squatted down to inspect.


“Now, be careful not to touch those can lids, Julie Ann,” I said, ever alert to her tendency to court bad diseases. “My dad says you can get lockjaw from rusty metal.”


“Hmmm,” Julie answered, through her nose.


“If you get lockjaw they just have to straightaway kill you, because there’s no hope of you ever eating again.”


This got her attention. “How do they kill you?”


“They just whomp you in the forehead with a big hammer. I hear it makes your eyes pop out to here,” I said, holding my hand out a foot from my face.


Julie didn’t answer, but just very gently reached down and ran the tip of her finger along one of the rusty lids, causing my heart to skate past a beat. I knew better than to acknowledge my fear, however, because she would just take it as a dare. Once while playing hide-and-seek, Julie had skittered halfway up a giant pine tree. When I saw her red hair through the branches I made one little innocent squeal, causing her to climb all the way to the top. By the time she reached the uppermost branches, the tree was swaying back and forth as if in a windstorm.


I stood up casually, pretending that Julie’s blood was no issue with me, and gave the junkyard an appraising squint. There was a cat hunkered down at the edge of the tree line, watching us.


“Hey, Dumpcat. C’mere, Dumpcat,” I called, holding out my arms and heading toward it at the same time. The cat moved nothing but its eyes, watching me get closer and closer.


I could see that he was junkyard-colored, probably a gray tabby under all the layers of grime, and one of his ears was a hopeless jigsaw. Every cat I’d ever owned had, during some brawl, lost a hunk of ear. It was a standard cat condition. The Dumpcat’s left eye drooped, too, and he appeared to have lost all his whiskers. This stopped me in my tracks, because I knew from my dad that cats used their whiskers to help them see. Dad told me a cat won’t stick his head anywhere his body can’t fit through, and his whiskers tell him how wide his body is. Good Lord, I thought, this cat is headed for disaster.


As I got closer, he made a little rumble sound deep in his chest and darted away. This kind of cat was a test: one could either lose one’s temper and dive at him or be a good Quaker and keep going at him with gentleness. I pursued him nicely, in a way that would have made my sister proud, with the vague idea that I might catch him and put him in the treehouse with the chair and the dirty magazine we’d found in the barn and couldn’t hardly stand to look at.


During my friendly pursuit, Julie had wandered over silently, like a redheaded Indian, and suddenly she was right at my side, causing me to jump. The cat sat still. Julie leaned over and headed toward him, moving her fingers like she was asking for money. She got closer and closer, and before I could even work up an indignation she was scratching the back of his head and he was all raising up bumping into her hand and making a ratchety purr, like a tractor that hadn’t been started all winter.


“Now, you can just look at that cat and know he smells,” I said, seemingly involuntarily. “You be careful, Julie Ann, about ringworm. It gets out of their butts and is perfectly round. If you get it on you, they have to cut off that part of your skin, because nothing can kill a ringworm.”


“How do they cut it off?” she asked, scratching the cat’s chin. I could see fleas jumping ship by the dozen.


“With scissors. It hurts like the dickens. And after they cut off the ringworm they pour iodine straight in the open hole. You can beg all you want for Mercurochrome, but forget it. It’s iodine or gangrene, and you don’t want to know about that.”


“I know about gangrene,” she said quietly. The cat had flipped onto his back, and was twisting up like a question mark under Julie’s fingertips.


It was a pretty long sentence for Julie, so I assumed she was drunk with cat love. I had seen her get that way at home, with her calico cat, Tiger. Tiger was square and heavy as a brick, and once those two got going there was cat hair all over the place, and claw marks, dander, you name it. Tiger lost a baby tooth once loving Julie’s shoe too hard.


I turned and headed toward the baby swing, where we used to swing our baby dolls a long time ago. Actually, I swung my baby dolls in it and Julie swung her Lone Ranger doll. She had two outfits for him: a tan one that looked like real leather, and the other a light, light blue with fringe on the sleeves. Julie called it his dress-up suit. The Lone Ranger and Tonto and their many, many horses and their many, many saddles sat on a shelf Julie’s dad had made for her; we didn’t play with them anymore. I didn’t have anything to put in the baby swing.


“Hey!” I said, having a great junkyard idea. “Do you think Rebecca would let us bring her baby down here and swing him? He’d about fit in this thing.”


“Nope,” Julie said. She was not the least bit interested in babies.


I was thinking about trying to fit the Dumpcat in the swing when I saw it: a child’s rocking horse, the big plastic kind on a metal stand with thick springs, completely buried in the dirt. Just its side and head were visible.


“The Lord, ” I whispered, and motioned for Julie to come.


The horse’s head was thrown back, as if someone had pulled too hard on his reins, and his mouth was open, filled with dirt. He was biting at the dirt. I could see the rivet that held the plastic reins, but the reins themselves were gone. All of the horse’s colors had faded into one pinky-gold color, and in the black dirt and the shade of the trees it appeared that he was casting out light. His one eye was wild. Both of us stood motionless a moment in the presence of a horse in the dirt, and then Julie knelt down and started to brush at it.


“Be careful; that’s a fossil,” I told her. “You can go to jail for disturbing a fossil. My brother told me all about it.”


In fact, my brother had quite a large fossil collection, many, many pounds of stolen rock. The collection completely surrounded his bed when he lived with us. It seemed that no one in my family had thought it odd that he kept the pointy stones there, even given his propensity to roll out of bed a few times a week. It used to wake us all up, the thump, the moan, the granite scraping across the floor as he made his way back up into his sleeping bag. He’d also set up traps in the doorway to his room, some big enough for a badger, so I don’t know what we would have done if he’d ever gotten really injured falling on a rock. My mom had concluded that his whole bedroom situation had something to do with how hard he’d gotten Jesus. Just remembering Jesus out here in the junkyard made me want to spit.


I spat. Julie spat. Her hand lingered near the chest of the horse. The Dumpcat watched us silently from deep in the trees. I looked at the horse and just knew he was never coming out of the ground: What’s done is done was the principle in operation. As I stood up I noticed five or six sticker burrs caught in Julie’s blue knit cap, and one actually in her red hair, gathering a tangle up around it like a nest.


“Julie,” I said, standing up. “We better get home and get that sticker burr out before every hair on your head gets caught up in it and we have to whack it all off right down to your scalp. I once heard of a woman who about lost her scalp to a sticker burr. I think peanut butter is the trick for getting them out.”


As we walked toward our bicycles, Julie reached up silently and pulled the burr out of her hair; dozens of flame-colored strands came with it. She tossed the whole mess down in the junkyard, where, for just a moment, it blazed up, and was consumed.
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The Love Bug





A woman named Bonnie moved into a house on Jefferson Street, and never in my life have I been more tempted to be rude. The very first time I mentioned her to Mom I almost said, “Have you seen that Big Fat Bonnie woman?” And once when I was riding my bike and passed her getting into her car (a totally surprising dark blue VW Beetle, about half the car necessary for such a person), I just about shouted, “Hey, Big Fat Bonnie!” It wasn’t as if I didn’t have experience with plump women, some of it in my own home. But there was something about Bonnie that was essentially large. I didn’t know what it was until she and Mom became friends.
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