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“Mr. Lamb gives his vociferous heroine truly heroic proportions, in both the physical and the psychical sense. . . . John Updike once observed that J.D. Salinger loves some of his characters ‘more than God loves them,’ which might be said about Wally Lamb. . . . Those characters are equally endearing to the reader, as Dolores Price is, even in her most self-deprecatory moments: this reader kept rooting for her to overcome all adversity and find peace and happiness.”

—Hilma Wolitzer, The New York Times Book Review

“There’s so much to love in it. . . . I adore SHE’S COME UNDONE!”

—Elinor Lipman, author of The Way Men Act and Isabel’s Bed

“In SHE’S COME UNDONE, Wally Lamb taps into the troubled inner world of his female protagonist with a degree of realism that would make such notable women writers as Marilyn French and Margaret Atwood proud.”

—Village View

“At a time when most of us could use a little personal moment of triumph, spending some time with Dolores is great therapy.”

—Digby Diehl

“WARNING: Don’t read the ending in public if you don’t have two tissues handy. . . . It’s a two-boxer.”

—The Wichita Eagle

“. . . a warm-blooded, enveloping tale of survival. . . . Dolores has a killer mouth and the guts of a sea lion.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Dolores Price . . . [is] a character few readers will soon forget. . . . SHE’S COME UNDONE is a novel worth reading by a writer worth watching.”

—Booklist

“Lamb has written a tour de force, a magnificent and beautiful first novel whose lyric voice and compelling story couple to make an astonishing debut.”

—Bret Lott, author of Jewel

“A fat, satisfying first novel.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Contemporary fiction just doesn’t get much better than this. . . . It’s the kind of book that makes you stop reading and shake your head, shocked by the insights you’ve encountered. In short, you’ll be undone.”

—Hartford Advocate

“An extraordinarily gifted author . . . a compulsively readable novel, full of heartbreak and savage humor, which dares to show us the ultimate fragility of love . . . a wonderful, inventive, ambitious, and, it cannot be stressed enough, hilarious, first novel.”

—Kristin McCloy, author of Velocity

“As you read SHE’S COME UNDONE your entire life will flash before your eyes. . . . It’s a little bit like strolling down memory lane with Dick Clark on one arm, Jean-Paul Sartre on the other. It’s scary, but Lord, it’s wonderful!”

—Cathie Pelletier, author of A Marriage Made in Woodstock

“. . . Wally Lamb can lie down with the literary lions at will: he’s that gifted. . . . This novel does what good fiction should do—it informs our hearts as well as our minds of the complexities involved in the ‘simple’ act of living a human life.”

—The Nashville Tennessean

“A remarkable novel. . . . Like John Irving, Lamb assembles a riotous and colorful cast of characters. . . . Dolores and her entourage stumble through the tumult and heartbreak of life as it is really lived. Theirs is a journey worth joining.”

—Bookpage

“This big, warm, embracing book . . . is all about the self and about rebirth, all about creating the family we wish to belong to and making peace with the one we were given. . . . Filled with a generous love and understanding of women . . . a healing vision of the way we must learn from, possess, and then undo the past in order to make a future.”

—New Orleans Times-Picayune
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To Christine, who laughed and cried and lent me to these characters.


Our day will come

If we just wait awhile . . .

    —RUBY AND THE ROMANTICS

         Toward dawn we shared with you

your hour of desolation,

    the huge lingering passion

         of your unearthly outcry,

as you swung your blind head

    toward us and laboriously opened

         a bloodshot, glistening eye,

in which we swam with terror and recognition.

    —FROM “THE WELLFLEET WHALE” BY STANLEY KUNITZ



AN INTRODUCTION TO THE 20TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

She’s Still Out There


Dolores Price first came to me as a voice. I was in the shower after an early morning run, hustling to get ready for my teaching day at the high school where I’d worked for the past nine years. “Well, the dork just left me,” the voice said. “Good riddance.” She was unnamed, not yet visible. But in those eight words, she sounded wounded, irreverent, and funny. I liked her immediately.

A few years earlier, at the age of thirty, I had become a father and begun writing short stories. For my first Father’s Day my wife, Christine, gifted me with an electric typewriter—high tech at the time. It was 1981. On the day the woman spoke to me about her dorky ex, I had four unpublished stories under my belt. I gave the voice a name—Mary Ann—and she began telling me about her marriage and divorce. I thought I was writing short story number five.

I had completed a couple dozen pages of Mary Ann’s story on the morning when, for some reason, I recalled a seventeen-year-old girl with whom I had worked ten years earlier while student teaching. Sheila was a lonely, introverted kid who, because of her obesity, couldn’t fit at a student desk and, instead, sat at the back of the classroom at a table. Her peers didn’t bully her, but because her size made them uncomfortable, they made her invisible. Sheila was complicit in that invisibility. She never spoke, never interacted with the others. As long as they didn’t look behind them, she wasn’t there. In my grandiose naïveté, I decided I would save Sheila’s life by engaging her in class discussion. But each time I called on her, she shook her head and remained silent. Her fat was a fortress that no rookie teacher was going to penetrate. And so, by the time my student-teaching stint was completed, Sheila was still a mystery. But my sudden recollection of her a decade later hit me like a bolt of lightning. I fused fictional Mary Ann’s voice to my visual memory of nonfictional Sheila and my story was suddenly electrified.

At the time, I was enrolled in a master of fine arts writing program at Vermont College. (Today it’s the Vermont College of Fine Arts.) I showed my work to my teacher, Gladys Swan, who said, “Well, muh dear, I think you have a few too many pots boiling on the stove for this to be a short story.” I asked her what she thought I should cut. “Maybe nothing,” she said. “Maybe you’re trying to tell yourself you want to write a novel.” Had I known at that moment that I was about to embark on the nine-year roller-coaster ride that would result in She’s Come Undone, I might have run screaming from the room. But ignorance served me well during that exchange. “A novel?” I said. “How do you write a novel?”

Gladys advised me to return to the wellspring. “The world is a very old place, and you’re never going to tell a completely original story,” she said. “The reason the archetypal stories have withstood the test of time is because they illuminate the human condition. People need them to be told, over and over. If you want to write a modern novel, study ancient myth.”

I left my meeting with Gladys armed with a reading list that included Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Heinrich Zimmer’s The King and the Corpse, and Homer’s mythopoetic masterpiece, The Odyssey. As unlikely as it sounds, the latter story eventually became the spine of She’s Come Undone. I built Mary Ann a backstory and sent her off on a conflict-laden quest to find herself.

With my novel well on its way, I submitted an excerpt to Northeast, the Sunday magazine of the Hartford Courant. Faith Middleton, now of National Public Radio fame, was reading Northeast’s “slush pile” of unsolicited manuscripts. She notified me that she liked my story and was sending it on to editor Lary Bloom for his consideration. When Lary called to say that the story would be published, I was so elated that I picked up my son, now a toddler, and tossed him so far into the air that his head hit the kitchen ceiling. Luckily, it was one of those drop ceilings with the foam-backed pads, so Jared didn’t hurt his head. It just disappeared for a second and then came back into view. “Keep in a Cool, Dry Place” was published on Easter Sunday of 1982. I got up early, drove to the convenience store, and purchased the Hartford Courant. Then I went back to my car, flipped to my work in print, and cried like an idiot. Shortly after that, while preparing a vocabulary lesson for my high school students, I looked up the definition of the word “dolorous.” Marked by or exhibiting sorrow, grief, or pain, the dictionary said. That was when Mary Ann became Dolores.

In all of literature, you will not find a character more unlike bold and valiant Odysseus than inhibited, caustic Dolores Price. And yet, they take parallel journeys. Odysseus must leave the safety and security of his beloved Ithaca, do battle in the Trojan War, and then find his way back home. Dolores must launch herself past the claustrophobic safety of her grandmother’s Easterly, Rhode Island, home to honor her dead mother’s wish that she go to college. On their respective journeys, both characters are banged up and bloodied. Both do their fair share of banging up and bloodying others. Both are aided along the way by oracles. “I’ll give you what I learned from all this,” Dolores’s friend Mr. Pucci tells her just before he dies from the ravages of HIV-AIDS. “Accept what people offer. Drink their milkshakes. Take their love.” Like Odysseus, a renovated Dolores returns home by story’s end, sadder, wiser, and ready to test the life’s lessons her journey has taught her about how, for the sake of herself and others, to live a more authentic life.

As the novel was nearing completion, I began to have fantasies that it might be published, but I was in the dark about how the publishing industry worked. My parents had recently celebrated their fortieth wedding anniversary, and for a gift I gave them a trip to New York City, booking them a room at the Edison Hotel, where they had stayed on their honeymoon. Before they left, I asked my mom and dad if they might bring me back the yellow pages of a phone book so that I could get some addresses of New York publishers. My sweet and timid mother went to the Edison’s front desk and asked permission to tear out said yellow pages from the phone book in their room. My father later reported that the desk clerk had looked at her funny and said no. But my not-so-sweet-and-timid father took a different approach. He went back up to their room and tore out the pages anyway.

Figuring that publishers probably had slush piles, too, and that I might get lucky twice, I was busy stuffing and addressing manila envelopes the morning my wife came upstairs to my office and handed me a letter on Mary Kay–pink stationery. The letter was from a California-based literary agent, Linda Chester, who’d written to say that she had read another of my stories, “Astronauts,” which the Missouri Review had recently published. If I already had a literary agent, Linda said, I should consider hers a fan letter. (A fan letter? For me?) But if I was seeking representation and had anything longer—something of novel length, perhaps—then maybe we could talk.

Linda, by now my agent, had promised Judith Regan, an up-and-coming editor at Simon & Schuster, a “first look” at Undone once it was finished. My timing, however, was terrible. Judith took my completed draft with her to the hospital where she was about to deliver her daughter Lara by cesarean section. Judith later told me that after Lara’s birth, she was feverish, in pain, and in no mood to read. She picked up my story anyway, planning to get through a polite twenty pages before sending it back with a “no thanks.” Instead, she stayed up all night reading it and, upon discharge from the hospital, hobbled into Simon & Schuster and told the publisher she wanted to purchase the novel.

Still on maternity leave, Judith invited me to Manhattan for a meeting at an Upper West Side restaurant. It was a scorching August day, I remember. I was so naïve about the way New York works, I had no idea how to hail a cab. Instead, I walked the forty or so blocks from Grand Central Station to the restaurant and arrived nervous as hell and sweating like a pig. Judith offered her hand for me to shake, and when I extended mine, I was mortified. That morning, I had cut my finger and covered it with the only first aid in the house—one of my son’s Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle Band-Aids. But Judith must have forgiven me my faux pas. We became fast friends and have remained pals ever since.

Shortly before Undone’s release, I gave a bound galley to my parents. My mother’s reading was pretty much confined to McCall’s and Ladies’ Home Journal, and my dad’s frequent boast was that he had not read a book since high school, and that he’d never finished any of those. But three weeks later, he called me to say that he had read Dolores’s story from start to finish, and that he liked it. “But I was surprised you didn’t kill her off at the end,” he said.

“Oh? Why is that?” I asked.

“Well, she could still be out there.”

Judith Regan’s mother, Rita, had a similar misconception that Dolores was made of flesh and blood, not printer’s ink on paper. “She wants to meet Dolores,” Judith informed me. I told Judith I’d like to meet her mother, too. “No, no,” Judith said. “My mother doesn’t want to meet you. Just Dolores.”

She’s Come Undone was released in July of 1992. I was sent off on a six-city book tour—heady stuff for a high school English teacher, despite the fact that the sparse bookstore crowds sometimes included four or five employees hoping to help me save face. At each stop, I heard the same comments and questions from audience members who had read Dolores’s story. I had to keep flipping back to the book jacket photo to see if you were really a guy. . . . How could a man have written so effectively from a woman’s viewpoint? Truth be told, writing in the opposite gender hadn’t seemed like such a big deal to me while the novel was in progress. I’d grown up in a neighborhood presided over by my older sisters and girl cousins, so there’d been nothing of the feminine mystique in my childhood. Moreover, I had had nine years’ worth of feedback from my writers group, the female members of which were never shy about speaking up whenever I hit false notes, which I’d done often enough. But I had revised relentlessly. Besides, although I had written in Dolores’s voice, what I had always felt was parental. Often when I picked up my Bic pen and invited my character to tell me a little more of her life story, I’d worry about the things she said, the things she did, the way the father of a not-quite-controllable daughter worries. But the consistency of those book tour questions and comments began to make me feel a little insecure—as if I’d broken some cardinal rule of which everyone but I had been aware. And so, after each reading when my escort would drop me back at my hotel, I’d take off my pants and check to make sure my male equipment was intact. Yup, still there. Relieved, I’d check my itinerary to see where my next tour stop would take me, crawl under the covers, and go to sleep.

When my tour reached California, Linda Chester’s associate editor, Laurie Fox, took me to brunch at a lovely outdoor café. “What’s that?” I said when she pulled a sheaf of legal-sized pages from her bag. Laurie said it was a book contract. The publisher wanted me to write a second novel and would pay me an advance to do so. “Isn’t that a little ass-backwards?” I said. “Taking money for work I haven’t done yet?” Laurie said that was an interesting way to look at it and poured me some more Chablis. Before brunch ended, I signed on the dotted line. By summer’s end, I had taken a leave of absence from teaching and begun my second novel, which six years later would become I Know This Much Is True, a story about identical twin brothers, one of them schizophrenic.

With Dolores and company off my desk and out in the world, reader mail began to trickle in. Telephone calls, too. When Oprah Winfrey called to tell me she had read and liked Undone—and that I owed her two nights’ sleep—I kept pointing to the phone and mouthing to my wife, “Oprah! It’s Oprah!” Chris has many talents, but lip-reading isn’t one of them. “Hope?” she guessed. “Dope? The Pope?” I received this memorable call five years before Oprah launched her phenomenally popular TV book club and telephoned again to tell me that she’d selected Undone as the third title she was recommending to her millions of viewers. But Oprah’s first call had nothing to do with her show. She had just wanted to tell me, reader to writer, that Dolores’s story had spoken to her and that she was glad I’d written it. This, for me, has always been the cherry atop the sundae of all that came later.

Twenty years, two literary agents, and four novels later, I now have several plastic tubs overflowing with reader mail, much of it about Undone. I treasure all these letters, but my very favorite remains the one I received within the first year of the book’s publication from a seriously mentally ill young man—a cutter who had repeatedly tried to relieve his pain through self-mutilation. Here’s an excerpt from that letter:

 

I didn’t write to bear my soul or anything, Mr. Lamb, but when I was an inpatient at the Institute of Living for two and a half years, I read a lot and thought a lot, and one of my ridiculous thoughts/fantasies was that if I were to have a literary character dinner party, I would invite, being 27 but still pathetically immature, [Salinger’s] Holden Caulfield, [Hemingway’s] Jake Barnes, [Kate Chopin’s] Edna Pontellier, and [John Updike’s] Rabbit Angstrom (the young one). What I wanted to tell you is that I’m extending an invitation to Dolores Price for that dinner party. . . . I wasn’t fat as a kid like Dolores, but when I got to the I.O.L. and they hit me with Thorazine, etc., etc., suddenly (now) I weigh a hundred pounds more than I did in college. And though I never tried to drown myself as Dolores did—I was a razor man—the scene with the [dead] whale was amazing. I felt like she was fighting for me. And when that circle bubbles up [just before her whale surfaces at the end], I felt happy for her and really lifted. Thanks for writing your book. Give my love to Dolores!

Shalom, David F.

P.S. Doesn’t it piss you off when people buy a book by Millie the Dog or Rush Limbaugh when they could be making a friend for life if they just met Dolores Price. I don’t know. Fuck ’em. I was sure it was going to be a best-seller.

 

David F’s letter made me laugh and cry as Dolores herself had done while I was discovering her story, and so I did a little detective work and, against all odds even in those pre-HIPAA law days, I found out his last name and got ahold of his telephone number. I called him up to thank him for his brave and amazing letter, and to tell him that I thought he, too, should pursue writing. He sounded painfully shy, shocked to have heard back from me. When I said I hoped to meet him someday, he told me apologetically that, although he would like to meet me, too, he could never handle such an encounter. That initial exchange began a letter-writing friendship that exists to this day, twenty years later.

Five years after I received David’s letter, Oprah did, of course, turn Undone into a New York Times and USA Today number one bestseller. A January 1997 Boston Globe story about the novel’s selection for Oprah’s Book Club—the first by a male writer—best depicts the whirlwind of attention in the middle of which I suddenly found myself. Above a large photo of me seated before my high school students, one shoe untied, a look of befuddlement on my face, a headline asks, incredulously, WALLY WHO?

Way back in 1981, the year I became a father and began writing fiction, I could never have predicted all that has come to pass, good and bad: 9/11 and Columbine; the rise of the ebook and the decline of the printed one; the demise of both the typewriter and its successor, the dot matrix printer; the deaths of my parents and the births of Jared’s two younger brothers, Justin and Teddy. Today, that toddler I tossed into the air upon learning that my short story was good enough to be published is the same age I was back then. Jared is now the thirty-one-year-old principal of the New Orleans Leadership Academy, a KIPP charter school he established for inner-city kids in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.

As I could not have imagined all of the above, neither could I have predicted what happened one winter evening in 2008, shortly before my third novel, The Hour I First Believed, was published. I was reading from the book in front of a large and affable crowd at the Mermaid Bar, a downtown New Haven watering hole. When I finished the Q and A and was getting ready to leave, a handsome, healthy-looking guy in his early forties came up to me and said, “Hey, Wally. It’s me. I wanted you to know that I finally took your advice. I’ve just enrolled in an MFA in writing program at Fairfield University so that I can tell my story.” Standing before me was my pen pal of the past sixteen years, David F—David Fitzpatrick. Miraculously, the right combination of therapy and psychotropic meds had allowed him to emerge, at long last, from the mental illness that had oppressed him and taken him out of the world. “I’ve met a wonderful woman,” he told me that night. “Amy and I are engaged.” Last October, Chris and I attended David and Amy’s wedding, a joyous and triumphant celebration if ever there was one. A few months after that, I read the galleys of David’s memoir about his harrowing journey into madness and his subsequent return to sanity. Harper-Collins will publish Sharp at about the same time Atria Books releases this spiffy new twentieth-anniversary edition of She’s Come Undone. I like to imagine the two sitting side by side on bookstore shelves, keeping each other company.

*   *   *

I’m glad I didn’t kill off Dolores Price, as my dad had assumed I would do, and I’m grateful that the passage of time hasn’t killed her off, either. At appearances, I’m still told by readers of Undone that they had to keep looking back at my book jacket photo, and that they couldn’t believe that a man could have gotten so convincingly into the head of a woman. (Once, at a tony black-tie fund-raiser at Lincoln Center, columnist Liz Smith introduced me by saying that I had caused quite a stir by getting into the head of a woman, and that although a lot of other fellows were interested in getting into women, it wasn’t necessarily their heads they were aiming for. Try walking up to a podium after an intro like that!) The gender comments and questions no longer bother me. My soon-to-be-published fifth novel, We Are Water, is told in eight different voices, four of them male, four of them female. Who knows? If it’s true that men are from Mars and women are from Venus, then I guess I’m just lucky to be an intergalactic traveler.

Sometimes when I’m browsing at my local bookstore, I wave to my moonfaced heroine on the cover of She’s Come Undone—my fictional daughter whose story by now has been translated into sixteen or seventeen different languages. I’m grateful that she’s still out there and, for that matter, that I’m still here, too.

—Wally Lamb
Connecticut, 2012


PART ONE

Our Lady of Sorrow



1

In one of my earliest memories, my mother and I are on the front porch of our rented Carter Avenue house watching two delivery men carry our brand-new television set up the steps. I’m excited because I’ve heard about but never seen television. The men are wearing work clothes the same color as the box they’re hefting between them. Like the crabs at Fisherman’s Cove, they ascend the cement stairs sideways. Here’s the undependable part: my visual memory stubbornly insists that these men are President Eisenhower and Vice President Nixon.

Inside the house, the glass-fronted cube is uncrated and lifted high onto its pedestal. “Careful, now,” my mother says, in spite of herself; she is not the type to tell other people their business, men particularly. We stand watching as the two delivery men do things to the set. Then President Eisenhower says to me, “Okay, girlie, twist this button here.” My mother nods permission and I approach. “Like this,” he says, and I feel, simultaneously, his calloused hand on my hand and, between my fingers, the turning plastic knob, like one of the checkers in my father’s checker set. (Sometimes when my father’s voice gets too loud at my mother, I go out to the parlor and put a checker in my mouth—suck it, passing my tongue over the grooved edge.) Now, I hear and feel the machine snap on. There’s a hissing sound, voices inside the box. “Dolores, look!” my mother says. A star appears at the center of the green glass face. It grows outward and becomes two women at a kitchen table, the owners of the voices. I begin to cry. Who shrank these women? Are they alive? Real? It’s 1956; I’m four years old. This isn’t what I’ve expected. The two men and my mother smile at my fright, delight in it. Or else, they’re sympathetic and consoling. My memory of that day is, like television itself, sharp and clear but unreliable.

We hadn’t bought the set; it was a gift from Mrs. Masicotte, the rich widow who was my father’s boss. My father and Mrs. Masicotte’s relationship had started the previous spring, when she’d hired him to spray-paint several of her huge apartment houses and then wooed him into repainting his own pickup truck in her favorite color, peach, and stenciling the words “Masicotte Properties, General Manager” on the doors. The gift of the television celebrated my father’s decision.

If I reach far back, I can see my father waving to my mother and me and climbing down from his ladder, spray gun in hand, as we arrive with his lunch in our turquoise-and-white car. Daddy reaches the ground and pulls off his face mask. The noise of his chugging orange air compressor is in my throat and legs, the sudden silence when he unplugs it delicious. There are speckles of paint in his hair and ears and eyebrows, but the mask has protected the rest of his face. I look away when his clean mouth talks.

We lunch in the grass. My father eats sandwiches stuffed with smelly foods Ma and I refuse to eat: liverwurst, vinegar peppers, Limburger cheese. He drinks hot coffee right from the thermos and his Adam’s apple moves up and down when he swallows. He talks about “she” in a way that confuses me; “she” is either this half-white house of Mrs. Masicotte’s or the old woman herself.

Old. I’m almost forty, probably as close now to Mrs. Masicotte’s age as I am to the age of my parents as they sat on that lawn, laughing and blowing dandelion puffs at me, smoking their shared Pall Mall cigarettes and thinking Mrs. Masicotte was the answer to their future—that that black-and-white Emerson television set was a gift free and clear of the strings that would begin our family’s unraveling.

    *   *   *

    Television watching became my habit, my day. “Go out back and play, Dolores. You’ll burn that thing up,” my mother would warn, passing through the parlor. But my palm against the box felt warm, not hot; soothing, not dangerous like the boy across the street who threw rocks. Sometimes I turned the checker knob as far as it would go and let the volume shake my hand.

Ma always stopped her housework for our favorite program, “Queen for a Day.” We sat together on the sofa, my leg hooked around Ma’s, and listened to the women whose children were crippled by polio, whose houses had been struck by lightning and death and divorce. The one with the saddest life, the loudest applause, got to trade her troubles for a velvet cape and roses and modern appliances. I clapped along with the studio audience—longest and hardest for the women who broke down and cried in the middle of their stories. I made my hands sting for these women.

My father’s duties as Mrs. Masicotte’s manager, in addition to painting the outsides and insides of her properties, included answering tenants’ complaints and collecting their monthly rents. The latter he did on the first Saturday of every month, driving from house to house in Mrs. Masicotte’s peach-colored Cadillac. By the time I was a first grader, I was declared old enough to accompany him. My job was to ring tenants’ bells. None seemed happy to see my father and most failed to notice me at all as I peeked past them into their shadowy rooms, inhaling their cooking smells, eavesdropping on their talking TVs.

Mrs. Masicotte was a beer drinker who loved to laugh and dance; the package store was one of our regular Saturday afternoon errands. “Case o’ Rheingold, bottles,” my father would tell the clerk, an old man whose name, Cookie, struck me funny. Cookie always offered me a cellophane-wrapped butterscotch candy and, by virtue of Mrs. Masicotte’s order, a chance to vote for Miss Rheingold at the cardboard ballot box next to his cash register. (Time after time I voted for the same Rheingold girl, whose dark brown hair and red-lipped smile reminded me both of Gisele MacKenzie from “Your Hit Parade” and my own mother, the best looking of the three.)

My father was proud and protective of his own dark good looks. I remember having sometimes to hop around and hold my pee until he was finished with his long grooming behind the pink bathroom door on Carter Avenue. When he emerged, I’d stand on the stool amidst the steam and the aroma of uncapped Old Spice, watching my face wobble and drip in the medicine cabinet mirror. Daddy lifted barbells in the cellar—barefoot, wearing his undershirt and yellow bathing suit. Sometimes he’d strut around the kitchen afterward, popping his muscle at Ma or picking up the toaster to give his reflection a kiss. “You’re not conceited, you’re convinced!” Ma would joke. “Convinced you, all right, didn’t I?” he’d answer, then chase her around the kitchen, snapping the dish towel at her fanny and mine. Ma and I whooped and protested, delighted with his play.

After the television came, Daddy brought his barbells upstairs and exercised in front of his favorite programs. Quiz shows were what he liked: “The $64,000 Question,” “Tic Tac Dough,” “Winner Take All.” Sometimes in the middle of his grunting and thrusting he’d call out the answers to losing players or, if they blew their chances, swear at them. “Well,” he’d tell my mother, “another poor bastard bites the dust, another poor slob gets to stay a working stiff like the rest of us.” He hated returning champions and rooted for their defeat. His contempt for them seemed somehow connected to his ability to lift the weights.

According to my father, we should have been rich. Money was, in his mind, somehow due us and would have been ours had his simple parents not sold their thirty acres on Fisherman’s Cove for $3,000 to a Mr. Weiss the month before drowning in the Great Hurricane of 1938. During the Depression, when my father was coming of age, Fisherman’s Cove had been just marsh grass, wild blueberry bushes, and cabins with outhouses; by the time he went to work for Mrs. Masicotte, it was the cozy residence of millionaires. These included Mr. Weiss’s son, who lived two driveways down from Mrs. Masicotte and golfed for a living.

My father forgave Mrs. Masicotte her wealth because she was generous with it—“spread it around,” as he put it. In those early years, the television was only the first in a stream of presents that included a swing set for me, kitcheny things for my mother (a set of maroon-colored juice glasses, a black ice bucket with brass claw feet), and, for my father, gifts he wore home from the big house on the cove: a houndstooth sports jacket, leather gloves lined in genuine rabbit’s fur, and my favorite—a wristwatch with a Twist-O-Flex band you could bend but not break.

“That’s it, Jewboy, add another couple thousand to your stash,” my father shouted at the TV one night, in the middle of his exercise routine. “The $64,000 Question” was on; a champion with round eyeglasses and shiny cheeks had just emerged victorious from the Revlon isolation booth.

“Don’t say that, Tony,” my mother protested.

His eyes jumped from the screen to her. The weights wavered above his head. “Don’t say what?”

Ma pointed her chin toward me. “I don’t want her hearing things like that,” she said.

“Don’t say what?” he repeated.

“All right, nothing. Just forget it.” Ma left the room. The barbell clanged to the floor, so loudly and surprisingly that my heart heaved in my chest. He followed her into the bedroom.

Earlier that week he’d brought home from Mrs. Masicotte’s a thick art tablet and a tiered box of Crayola crayons. Now I opened the clean pad to a middle page and drew the face of a beautiful woman. I gave her long curling eyelashes, red lipstick, “burnt sienna”–colored hair, a crown. “Hello,” the woman said to me. “My name is Peggy. My favorite color is magenta.”

“Don’t you ever—ever!—tell me what I can and cannot say in the privacy of my own home,” my father shouted from behind their door.

Ma kept crying and apologizing.

Later, after he’d stomped past me and driven away, Ma soaked herself in the tub—long past my bedtime, long enough for me to fill up half the pad with Peggy’s life.

She usually shooed me out when I caught her naked, but Daddy’s anger had left her far away and careless. The ashtray sat on the edge of the tub, filled with stubbed-out Pall Malls; the bathroom was thick with smoke that moved when I moved.

“See my lady?” I said. I meant the drawings as a sort of comfort, but she told me they were nice without really looking.

“Is Daddy mean?” I asked.

She took so long to answer that I thought she might not have heard. “Sometimes,” she said, finally.

Her breasts appeared and disappeared at the surface of the soapy water. I’d never had the chance to study them before. Her nipples looked like Tootsie Rolls.

“He gets mean when he feels unhappy.”

“Why does he feel unhappy?”

“Oh . . .” she said. “You’re too little to understand.”

She turned abruptly toward me and caught me watching her shiny, wet breasts. Sloshing, she strapped her arms around herself and became, again, my proper mother. “Go on, skedaddle,” she said. “Daddy’s not mean. What are you talking about?”

    *   *   *

    Mrs. Masicotte’s tenants paid their rents in cash, counting series of twenty-dollar bills into my father’s outstretched hand. On the best Saturdays, after Mrs. Masicotte’s leather zip bag was filled with money, Daddy would turn his attention to me. He liked the way television watching had made me a mimic.

 

I’m Chiquita Banana and I’ve come to say

Bananas have to ripen in a certain way

 

Drive your CHEV-rolet

Through the U-S.A.

America’s the greatest land of all!

 

Over and over, I sang the jingles he liked best. Sometimes we played “wild ride” on the twisting roads that led out to Fisherman’s Cove. I sat in the backseat of the car, a sort of junior Mrs. Masicotte, and commanded my father to speed. “Okay, ma’am, you ready, ma’am? Here we go!” I’d grab the peach velvet cord strapped across the rear of the front seat rests as Daddy gunned the car around corners and lurched over rises in the road. “Feel those blue-blooded shock absorbers, Dolores? We could be sitting in our living room.” Or this, which he told me once: “This car is ours! I bought this showboat from the old lady.” I could smell Mrs. Masicotte’s perfumy smell embedded in the soft upholstery and knew it wasn’t true, even back then when I would fall for almost anything—when I thought that, like Lucy and Ricky Ricardo, my parents’ fights just meant they loved each other in a noisy way.

The Saturday errands ended each week at the top of the long driveway on Jefferson Drive, where Mrs. Masicotte’s white wedding cake of a house looked down on Long Island Sound. We entered through the dark, cool cement garage, the Cadillac doors slamming louder than any before or since. We walked up the stairs and opened the door without knocking. On the other side was Mrs. Masicotte’s peach-colored kitchen, which made me squint. “Mind your manners, now,” Daddy never failed to warn me. “Say thank you.”

It was in that kitchen where I waited for Daddy and Mrs. Masicotte to be finished with the weekly business, two rooms away. Though Mrs. Masicotte seemed as indifferent to me as her renters were, she provided richly for me while I waited. On hand were plates of bakery cookies, thick picture books with shiny pages, punch-out paper dolls. My companion during these vigils was Zahra, Mrs. Masicotte’s fat tan cocker spaniel, who sat at my feet and watched, unblinking, as cookies traveled mercilessly from the plate to my mouth.

Mrs. Masicotte and my father laughed and talked loud during their meetings and sometimes played the radio. (Our radio at home was a plastic box; Mrs. Masicotte’s was a piece of furniture.) “Are we going soon?” I’d ask Daddy whenever he came out to the kitchen to check on me or get them another pair of Rheingolds. “A few minutes,” was what he always said, no matter how much longer they were going to be.

I wanted my father to be at home laughing with Ma on Saturday afternoons, instead of with Mrs. Masicotte, who had yellowy white hair and a fat little body like Zahra’s. My father called Mrs. Masicotte by her first name, LuAnn; Ma called her, simply, “her.” “It’s her,” she’d tell Daddy whenever the telephone interrupted our dinner.

Sometimes, when the meetings dragged on unreasonably or when they laughed too loud in there, I sat and dared myself to do naughty things, then did them. One time I scribbled on all the faces in the expensive storybooks. Another Saturday I waterlogged a sponge and threw it at Zahra’s face. Regularly, I tantalized the dog with the cookies I made sure stayed just out of her reach. My actions—each of which invited my father’s anger—shocked and pleased me.

    *   *   *

    I had long hair the year I was in second grade. Mornings before school, my mother combed the snarls out of my ponytail and dosed me with a half teaspoon of Maalox to calm my nervous stomach. My teacher, Mrs. Nelkin, was a screamer. I spent most of the school year trying to be obedient—filling in every blank on every worksheet correctly, silently sliding oaktag word builders across my desktop, talking to no one.

“Oh, don’t worry about that old biddy,” my mother advised. “Just think about the baby coming instead.”

My baby brother or sister was due to arrive in February of 1958. When I asked my parents how the baby got inside Ma, they both laughed, and then Daddy told me they had made it with their bodies. I pictured them fully clothed, rubbing furiously against each other, like two sticks making fire.

All fall and winter long, I coaxed bottles toward the mouth of my Baby Dawn doll and scrubbed her rubber skin in lukewarm water in the bathroom sink. I wanted a girl and Daddy wanted a boy. Ma didn’t care one way or the other, so long as it was healthy. “How will it get out?” I asked her one day near the end of the wait. “Oh, never mind,” was all she said. I imagined her lying on a hospital bed, calm and smiling, her huge stomach splitting down the middle like pants.

At breakfast time on the morning of the school Valentine’s Day party, Ma decided to rearrange the silverware drawer—a task that upset her enough to make her cry.

The valentine party turned out to be a fifteen-minute disappointment at the end of the long school day. As it drew to a close and we pulled on our boots and coats and stocking hats, Mrs. Nelkin approached me. She told me to remain at my desk when the dismissal bell rang; my father had telephoned the school to say he’d pick me up. I sat in the silence of the empty classroom with my hat and coat on and a stack of valentines in my lap. With the other kids gone, you could hear the scraping sound of the clock hands. Mr. Horvak, the janitor, muttered and swept up the crumbs our party had made and Mrs. Nelkin corrected papers without looking up.

It was Grandma Holland from Rhode Island—my mother’s mother—who appeared for me finally at the classroom door. She and Mrs. Nelkin whispered together at the front of the room in a way that made me wonder if they knew each other. Then, in a sweeter voice than I was used to, Mrs. Nelkin told me I could go home.

We didn’t go home, though. Grandma led me down the two flights of school stairs and out into a taxicab, which took us to St. Paul’s Cathedral. On the way there she told me my mother had had to go to a big hospital in Hartford because of “female trouble” and that my father had gone with her. Ma would be gone for at least two weeks and she, Grandma, would take care of me. There just wasn’t any baby anymore and that was that. We were having creamed dried beef for supper.

The church’s stained-glass saints had the same tortured look as the women on “Queen for a Day.” Grandma took out her kidney-bean rosary and muttered the stations of the cross while I followed her, spilling valentines and accidentally kicking the wooden pews, raising up echoes. The candles we lit sat in maroon cups that reminded me of our juice glasses from Mrs. Masicotte. I wasn’t allowed to handle the flame. My job was to drop the coins into the metal box, two dimes for two candles, clink clink.

When Daddy came home that night, he lay in my bed with me and read my valentines. He looked up at the ceiling when he talked about Ma. Somehow, he said, she had grown a cord in her stomach along with the baby. (I pictured the backseat cord in Mrs. Masicotte’s Cadillac.) Just as the baby was coming out, it wrapped the cord around its neck and strangled itself. Him self. A boy—Anthony Jr. As my father talked, tears dripped down the side of his face like candle wax. The sight shocked me; until that moment, I had assumed men were as incapable of crying as they were of having babies.

I didn’t like having Grandma there. She slept on a cot in my room and boiled all our suppers. It was unsanitary, she said, the way Daddy drank right out of the water bottle and then put it back in the Frigidaire. It was shameful that her only granddaughter had reached the age of seven without having been taught to pray. She was sick, she said, of the same old question: when was my mother coming home? She was trying her best.

Grandma crocheted as she watched TV, frowning alternately at what was on the screen and what was in her lap. She liked different programs than us. On her favorite, “The Edge of Night,” a rich woman had secretly killed a man by sticking an ice pick in his neck, but a pretty woman from a poor family was on trial for the murder. “Look at Mrs. High and Mighty,” Grandma said, her eyes narrowing on the murderess who sat undetected in the courtroom gallery. “She’s as guilty as sin.”

My talent for mimicry came in handy with Grandma. I memorized for her the Ten Commandments and a prayer called Hail Holy Queen, about people gnashing their teeth in a scary place called the Valley of Tears. Wide-eyed, Grandma promised she would see to it that I made my first Holy Communion so that I could wear a beautiful white dress and veil and eat the body of Christ. Every morning she dismissed my fears, arguing that little girls my age were too young to have Maalox and then sending me off unprotected to Mrs. Nelkin.

The day before my mother was due at last to come home from the hospital, Daddy gave me permission to miss school. He and I loaded Anthony Jr.’s toys and crib and bassinet into the back of the peach pickup and drove to the dump. On the way there he told me our job was to cheer Ma up and not even mention the baby. This struck me as reasonable. It wasn’t her fault the baby was dead; it was Anthony Jr.’s own stupid fault.

Daddy flung the new mint-green furniture onto a pile of old mattresses and empty paint cans and got back into the truck, breathing hard. He drove fast over the rutty dump road and I bounced against the seat and door. Seagulls flew out of our way; people stood up from their garbage to watch us. I looked back at Anthony Jr.’s unused things receding quickly from us and understood for the first time the waste of his life.

My father drove toward Fisherman’s Cove.

“Oh, no, not her again,” I complained. “How long is this going to take?”

But instead of turning in at the bottom of the long driveway on Jefferson Drive, Daddy went right past it, then took a different road.

He parked at the vacant boat launch. We walked out onto a rickety dock and stood, side by side. The cold spring breeze snapped his nylon windbreaker.

“See out there?” he said. He pointed to the ripply gray water of Long Island Sound. “Once when I was a kid about your age, I saw a whale right out past that red buoy. It was headed south and got confused. Stuck in the shallow water.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing bad. Swam around for a couple of hours with everybody looking at it. Then, at high tide, a few of the bigger boats drove in and nudged it back to sea.”

He sat down on one of the pilings looking sick and sad and I knew he was thinking about Ma and the baby. I wanted badly to cheer him up but singing commercials seemed the wrong thing to do.

“Daddy, listen,” I said. “I am the Lord thy God, thou shalt not have strange gods before thee . . .” He watched me uneasily as I recited the words of Grandma’s Commandments, as big and empty as the Pledge of Allegiance Mrs. Nelkin led each day. “. . . Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife. Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s goods.” He waited for me to finish. Then he told me it was too cold to be out there, to get in the goddamned truck.

    *   *   *

    My mother arrived home, puffy-eyed, her stomach empty under the maternity blouse. The whole house filled up with the smell of carnations from Mrs. Masicotte. What Ma wanted most, she said, was to be left alone.

She stayed in her pajamas past spring vacation, smiling absentmindedly at my stories and puppet shows, my television jingles and complaints. “Leave her alone, now,” Grandma kept saying. “Stop plaguing her.” Grandma herself showed no signs of packing.

*   *   *

One day at school, Howard Hancin, my seatmate, raised his hand. Up to that moment, I’d felt neutral toward Howard, so I was completely unprepared when Mrs. Nelkin asked him what he wanted and he said, “Dolores Price is chewing on her word builders. She chews them every single day.”

The entire class turned to stare.

I was about to deny it when I looked down and realized it was absolutely true: the cardboard letters on my desk were bent and misshapen and several were still dark with my saliva. There was, as well, a word builder stuck to the inside of my cheek, even as Mrs. Nelkin approached. I was guilty as sin.

She didn’t scream. She scarcely raised her voice as she addressed Howard and, by extension, the others in the class and me. “I suppose she thinks this is fine and dandy. I suppose she thinks school supplies grow on trees and that I’ll just reach up and pick her a new box of them. But I won’t, will I, Howard? She’ll just have to make do with her shabby ones for the rest of the year. Won’t she?”

Howard didn’t answer. Mrs. Nelkin walked back up our row, heels clicking against the waxed wooden floor. She picked up a stick of chalk. The loose skin under her arm rocked back and forth as she wrote. I didn’t breathe until I saw that the words said nothing about me.

When I got home, I heard my father shouting in my parents’ bedroom and ran to the safety of the parlor. He was goddamned fed up with this sob-sister business. It was his baby, too, for Christ’s sweet sake. Enough was enough. The front door slammed and Grandma’s footsteps went from the kitchen to my parents’ room. Ma wailed and wailed; Grandma’s voice was a murmur.

The television was on; a man in a suit was talking about World War II. I flopped down on the sofa, too exhausted to change the channel.

Bombs spilled from the bottom of an airplane, soldiers waved in a parade, and then something scared me in a way I’d never quite been scared before—not even the night Daddy had thrown the barbell. On the screen, skeleton men wearing diapers were trudging up a hill. Their sunken eyes seemed to be looking out at me personally, watching and beckoning me from Grandma’s Valley of Tears. I wanted to turn off the TV, but was afraid even to go near it. I waited for the commercial, then locked the bathroom door and sipped Maalox out of the bottle.

That night I woke up screaming from a dream in which Mrs. Nelkin took me on a picnic, then calmly and matter-of-factly informed me the sandwiches we were eating contained the flesh of my dead baby brother.

Daddy was the first one into my room—wild-haired and stumbling, wearing his underpants right in front of Grandma. She was the second one in. Then Ma. I felt suddenly powerful and excited; I kept screaming.

Ma held me and rocked. “Shh, now. Easy. Just tell us what it is. Just say it.”

“It’s her,” I said. “I hate her.”

“Hate who, honey?” Daddy asked. “Who do you hate?” He squatted down on his haunches, the better to hear my answer.

I had meant Mrs. Nelkin, but changed my mind as I spoke. I reached past him and pointed at Grandma, standing pinch-faced in her brown corduroy robe. “Her,” I said. “I want her to go home.”

The next day was Saturday. I was watching morning cartoons in the parlor when Ma came out of her bedroom fully dressed and asked me what I wanted for breakfast.

“Pancakes,” I said, as if the last months had been normal ones. “Where’s Daddy?”

“He’s driving Grandma back to Rhode Island.”

“She’s gone?”

My mother nodded. “She left while you were still sleeping. She said to tell you good-bye.”

*   *   *

I could banish Grandma Holland with my newfound power, but not Mrs. Masicotte. Instead, I went each Saturday to her house, thanked her sweetly for her presents, and kept watch.

One afternoon, Mrs. Masicotte provided me with a scissors, a Betsy McCall paper-doll book, and the usual plate of sugar cookies. I ate a few of the cookies, teased Zahra with a few more, then set to work punching Betsy away from the cardboard page. I scissored the booklet’s prettiest outfit and hung it off her front. “Look, Zahra!” I commanded the cocker spaniel.

I carried Betsy over to the stove, turned on the gas jet, and held her in the blue flame. Somehow, I knew that, of all the mischief I’d done at Mrs. Masicotte’s house, this was the worst, the thing that would make my father as angry at me as he could get at Ma. “Help me!” Betsy pleaded. Her paper clothes caught the flame, browned and buckled. “Zahra, help me! Help me!”

My intention was to shock, or at least entertain, the bloated dog, but when I looked back, she was staring still at the cookies with such intensity that I forgot, for a second, the flame, and burned my thumb and finger.

    *   *   *

    Mine is a story of craving: an unreliable account of lusts and troubles that began, somehow, in 1956 on the day our free television was delivered. Many times each week memory makes me a child again. Just last night I was, once more, in Mrs. Masicotte’s kitchen, turning from the flaming paper doll to learn from the fat dog Zahra my first lesson in the awful strength of coveting, the power of want.

“Look, Zahra! I’m dying!” I moan. “Help me! Please!”

The dog—riveted, unblinking—sees only the sugar-crusted cookies.
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When I was ten and a half, my family moved to Treetop Acres, a flat, freshly paved neighborhood, good for bike riding.

Our yellow ranch house, 26 Bobolink Drive, had a garage and a bathroom shower with sliding glass doors. Outside my bedroom window, a weeping willow tree tossed and switched its branches against the shingles on windy nights. We owned, not rented, this house.

Mrs. Masicotte was part owner of Treetop Acres and had finagled us a double lot. By this time, she’d bought a new silver Cadillac and given Daddy her old peach one and a set of golf clubs and a membership to her country club. Part of my father’s work now included golfing with Mrs. Masicotte on weekends.

When he wasn’t with the old lady, Daddy was out in back working on his lawn—leveling and seeding it, whistling as he wheelbarrowed dirt from one end of our lot to the other. He was proud of the fact that we had twice as much yard as any of our neighbors. He worked every night until dark—until he faded from himself to a dusky silhouette, then a glowing white undershirt moving of its own will, then just whistling.

Ma pressed and hung curtains and planted a small bed of pink dahlias out back, but the flowers only made her briefly happy. The new house gave her allergies, she complained; she began squirting her nose with nasal spray several times a day. The toddlers that played unsupervised on our quiet street made her jumpy. All her nerves needed, she said, was to back that goddamned Cadillac out of the driveway some day and run over someone’s small child.

Jeanette Nord, my new best friend, lived at 10 Skylark Place, eight-tenths of a mile from our house, according to the odometer on my pink Schwinn. I met Jeanette on my very first spin around the neighborhood. Spotting a girl my approximate age hula-hooping on a patio, I decided to impress her with my cycling skills, then miscalculated a curb, landing, mortified, under my still-spinning wheels. “Guess what?” Jeanette said as she hula-hooped toward me, oblivious to my bleeding knees. “One of my Siamese cats is going to have kittens.”

Jeanette and I marveled at the similarities between us: we were both born in October, one year apart; we were both left-handed only children with twelve letters in our names; each of us favored Dr. Kildare over Ben Casey; our favorite dessert was Whip-and-Chill; our favorite record “Johnny Angel.” We differed significantly in only two respects: Jeanette had gotten her period and had permission to shave her legs. I was still waiting for both. That spring and summer, Jeanette and I watched soap operas, swapped 45s, and planned out a shared life. After high school, we’d get an apartment together in New York and be either secretaries or Rockettes. Then Jeanette would marry a veterinarian named Ross and I’d marry an actor named either Scott or Todd. Our five children apiece would all be best friends. We’d live in next-door mansions and be rich enough for air-conditioning and color TV.

The Nords owned both the father and mother Siamese cats, Samson and Delilah. Mr. Nord, bald and boring, sold equipment to hospitals and was gone a lot on overnight trips. Mrs. Nord wore eye shadow and headbands that matched her shell tops and Bermudas. For lunch she made us foods she’d seen in the pages of her women’s magazines: baked hot dogs coated in crushed Special K; English muffin pizzas; Telstar coolers (lemonade and club soda afloat with a toothpick-speared maraschino cherry—a sort of edible satellite that jabbed your lip as you drank). Mrs. Nord knew the words to Jeanette’s and my favorite songs. She taught first herself, then us, how to do the twist. (“Look! Just put your foot forward and pretend you’re crushing out a cigarette from the hips. That’s right!”) If you squinted while looking at her from across a room, you would swear Mrs. Nord was Jackie Kennedy. My own mother sat alone on Bobolink Drive all day, talking to her parakeet, Petey, and worrying about dead children.

Around the time of our move to Bobolink Drive, I stopped kissing my mother on the lips. It had been over four years since she’d lost the baby. Daddy had tried everything to snap her out of it: cha-cha lessons, “head shrinkers,” a trip to the Poconos, Petey. But something about Anthony Jr.’s life and death inside Ma had changed her in some unfixable way. She’d grown herself a big rear end and developed an unpredictable facial twitch. When we grocery shopped, I ran to get items in the aisles ahead rather than be seen with her. When PTA notices were passed out at school, I folded and folded them until they were chubby little one-inch packets, easily crammed between the school-bus seats. “Oh, my mother works,” I told Jeanette when she suggested we go over to my house instead of hers. “She doesn’t like me having company when she’s not home.” But she was at home, practicing her series of curious domestic habits. She needed, for instance, to let the phone ring three and a half times before answering it. She needed the stove timer to be constantly ticking off seconds. (Whenever the dial reached zero and dinged, she reset it for sixty minutes, then smiled with some inner, secret relief.) Petey was Ma’s weirdest need of all.

Daddy had bought her the lime-green parakeet at the suggestion of the doctor Ma went to for her nerves; he said a distraction might help. At first Ma didn’t like Petey and complained about the mess he made. Then she liked him. Then she began loving him beyond reason. She sang to him, talked to him, and rigged his cage open with a rubber band so he could flutter freely around the house whenever Daddy wasn’t home. Ma was happiest when Petey was perched on her shoulder during the day. I would sit at the kitchen table eating my lunch or drawing and watch her crane her neck to the right or left, stroking Petey with the underside of her chin. She was most miserable at night after supper when she and Daddy and I sat in the living room watching TV and Petey sat out in the kitchen, his cage covered over with a bath towel. “Jesus H. Christ, would you just sit still,” Daddy would complain as she got up to check Petey one more time. Then Ma would slump back into the sofa cushions, teary-eyed and distracted. I hated Petey—fantasized about his flying accidentally out a window or into the electric fan so that his spell over Ma would be broken. My not kissing Ma anymore was a conscious decision reached one night at bedtime with the purpose of hurting her.

“Well, you’re stingy tonight,” she said when I turned my face away from her good-night kiss.

“I’m not kissing you anymore, period,” I told her. “All day long you kiss that bird right on its filthy beak.”

“I do not.”

“You do so. Maybe you want to catch bird diseases, but I don’t.”

“Petey’s mouth is probably cleaner than my mouth and yours put together, Dolores” was her argument.

“That’s a laugh.”

“Well, it’s true. I read it in my bird book.”

“Next thing you know, you’ll be French-kissing it.”

“Never mind French-kissing. What do you know about that kind of stuff? You watch that mouth of yours, young lady.”

“That’s exactly what I’m doing,” I said. I clamped my hand over my mouth and stuffed my whole face into the pillow.

    *   *   *

    It was Jeanette who had defined French-kissing for me, voluntarily appointing herself my mentor the day we watched her cat Samson licking his erect penis on the Nords’ living-room rug.

“Love of Life” was on TV. Mrs. Nord was upstairs running her sewing machine, making static lines across the picture. Jeanette was reentering the room with two Telstar drinks on a tray. “Oh my God,” I said.

“What?”

She followed my gaze to Samson, who lapped casually at himself.

Jeanette handed me my drink. “Aren’t boys disgusting?” She laughed. We both stared at the licking.

“Maybe you should call a vet,” I suggested.

“What for? He’s just giving his hoo-hoo a hard-on.”

“What?”

She laughed again and took a long sip of her drink. “Can I ask you a personal question?” she said.

“What?”

“How much do you know?”

“Enough,” I said. I wasn’t sure, exactly, what we were talking about but sensed the vicinity.

“I don’t mean how much you know in general. I mean about sex.”

“You writing a book?” I said. “Make that chapter a mystery.”

“Okay, fine,” she said. “Pardon me for living.”

We turned our attention back to “Love of Life.” Vanessa Sterling was arguing with her stepdaughter, Barbara, who was secretly pregnant with Tony Vento’s baby. I took a quick peek at Samson, still at it. “I just thought,” Jeanette said, her eyes on the screen, “that if you had any questions, I could probably answer them for you.”

“Well, I don’t,” I said.

“Well, good. Fine with me.”

After a commercial, Barbara and Tony were sitting in a park with fake-looking scenery. Neither of them knew what to do about the baby, but marriage was out of the question. Tony was only a mechanic. His mother was Barbara’s family’s maid.

“Do you think Tony’s cute?” Jeanette asked.

“Sort of. Do you?”

“I wouldn’t throw him out of bed.”

I reached into my Telstar drink and fished out the cherry, determined not to betray a reaction.

“Can you imagine them actually doing it?” Jeanette said.

Samson rose and stretched, ambled out of the room.

“Who?”

“Them. Barbara and Tony. Maybe they do it in real life after the show. Maybe it’s not acting.”

I felt heat in my face; I felt her watching me.

“You don’t know how women get pregnant, do you?”

“I do so.” On the screen, Barbara covered her face with her hands and cried. Tony punched the trunk of one of the fake trees.

My information about sex was a mosaic of eavesdropping, process of elimination, and filling in the blanks. In third grade I’d heard the term “sleeping together” and spent time worrying that accidental fatigue could make an unwanted child—that male and female strangers sharing a seat together on an overnight train might innocently doze off and wake up as parents. For a while I’d believed that people got pregnant by rubbing their chests together. Men used their you-know-whats to go to the bathroom, I reasoned; it was their nipples that had no other useful function. (My teacher that year, Mrs. Hatheway, was pregnant. As she talked, I’d imagine her engaged with some blank-faced husband in the required nipple friction that had put a baby inside her.) Currently I knew the basics about periods and virginity. But Samson’s licking had shown both me and Jeanette the incompleteness of my knowledge.

“This show is boring today,” she said. “Let’s go for a ride.”

Our bikes ticked and whirred through Treetop Acres and Jeanette told me what happened the day she woke up with her period. First Mrs. Nord had taken Jeanette shopping and bought her a skirt and a circle pin. Then they’d gone to a restaurant and had club sandwiches and Mrs. Nord had said, “Look at us, two women having lunch together.” Then she’d just come out with it: a man and a woman got naked and French-kissed until the man’s hoo-hoo got hard. Then he put it in the woman’s hoo-hoo and squirted something liquidy into her. Not pee; something that looked like White Rain shampoo, according to her mother. Then she was pregnant.

The restaurant wasn’t that crowded, Jeanette said, and they were in a booth way in back. Her mother stopped talking whenever the waitress came over.

Back in her bedroom, Jeanette kept talking about sex.

“True or false,” she said. “The woman can still get pregnant if she and the man both keep their underpants on.”

“False.”

“True! It happened to this girl in Dear Abby.”

Jeanette slapped her arms around herself, then turned her back to me. Her hands ran themselves through her hair, stroked her shoulders, pawed all over. “Check this out!” she giggled. “My husband and I are French-kissing. Oh, Ross, you make me feel so passionate.”

“You’re a pig,” I said. “I’m never letting anyone do that to me.”

“Not even Dr. Kildare?”

“Nobody.”

“Then how are you and your husband going to have five kids then?”

I thought hard for a second. “We’re adopting them. We’re adopting crippled children.”

She bounced past me and reached for her Eight Ball. She shook it hard and tipped it upside down, her palm covering the prediction. “Would Dolores Price let Richard Chamberlain stick his hoo-hoo inside her?”

I sucked my teeth at her. “That’s so funny I forgot to laugh.”

She lifted up her hand, smiling triumphantly at what she read.

“What? What’s it say?”

“‘It is decidedly so.’”

    *   *   *

    One night in July, Daddy turned to me at supper and asked if I thought I’d like to have an in-ground swimming pool in our backyard.

“For real?” I asked.

“Why not? We got enough yard to play with out there.”

“When?”

“Well, I got a backhoe coming in first of August. The concrete has to set first. Then it takes a while to fill. Middle of the month you’ll be swimming.”

I jumped up and hugged him. “Where are we putting it? Do we have to cut down the willow tree?”

“Nope. It’s going in on the other side. Where her flowers are.”

We both looked at Ma. I could tell her nerves were bothering her.

Daddy’s smile slid away. “Now what’s that puss for?” he said.

“Nothing,” she said. “I just wish you had said something to me before you made all your big plans.”

“Oh, don’t listen to her,” I said.

She got up from the table and moved to the sink. Daddy sighed disgustedly. “If it’s money you’re pouting about, I got a bonus last week from the old lady.”

She made us wait for her response. “What for?” she said, finally.

“Played golf Sunday with the guy who owns Cabana Pools. He’s an old friend of LuAnn’s. Me and him hit it off. Says he’ll put it in at cost.”

“It’s not the money.”

“What is it then? Your goddamned pink dahlias? You afraid someone around here might have a little fun?”

She turned and faced us, then pointed a shaking finger at the window over the sink. “The last thing I need, Tony, is to look out into that yard one day and see somebody’s two-year-old floating facedown in a swimming pool.”

Daddy’s laugh was snotty. He answered her slowly, as if Ma were two years old herself. “There’s a fence,” he said. “The whole thing is surrounded by chain-link fence.”

“Kids climb fences.”

“A two-year-old kid is going to climb a six-foot fence?”

She washed the plates hard and fast, banging them against the dish drainer. “I can just imagine what that bonus was for.”

Daddy looked quickly at me, then took a slow sip of his iced coffee. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” she said.

“No, what? Tell me.”

She spun around and faced him, suds flying away from her hands. A dish smashed against the floor. “It means what you think it means,” she said. “That you’re an old lady’s whore.”

Daddy told me to go outside and play.

“It’s too hot,” I said. “Mosquitoes are out.”

“Go.”

I walked across the kitchen on jelly legs.

Out in the garage, I poked my finger into one of the rust spots on the Cadillac. Cancer, my father called it. Mr. and Mrs. Douville, our next-door neighbors, were sitting on lawn chairs on their front porch, a citronella candle lit on a table between them.

Inside, I heard him slapping her, kitchen chairs knocking over. “Maybe this’ll cheer you up,” he said. “Or this. How about this? Don’t you ever—”

The Douvilles blew out their candle and went inside.

“Blame her all you want to . . . puts bread and butter on the table . . . sick and tired of your goddamned moods!”

The back door banged open and Daddy was rushing into the backyard, his hands cupped in front of him. Ma was running after him.

“Tony, don’t!” Ma begged, snatching at his hands. “I’m sorry! Please! I’m sorry!”

He flung his hands upward and let go. The small fluttering silhouette he released was Petey, who hovered in the air for a second above my mother, then headed across the yard and into the weeping willow.

“Goddamn you!” my mother screamed. “Goddamn you to hell!” Her voice carried across the lawns.

I got on my bike and drove, fast and recklessly. The humid air pushed thick against my face; if a child had walked in front of my path, I might have killed it. I sped past Jeanette’s street and past the Treetop Acres sign and onto Route 118. I squeezed the rubber handlebar caps, squeezed the shaking out of myself. I hated both of them. The harder I pedaled—the more I risked—the better it felt.

It was after dark when I got back.

As I walked toward the back door, Daddy’s disembodied voice scared me. “I was just about to go looking for you,” he said.

“Are you all right?” Ma’s voice wanted to know.

“Yes.”

Squinting, I made out both their shapes. They were sitting together on the step, sharing a cigarette.

“Did you have to go off like that?” Ma said. “I was worried sick.” The tip of the cigarette glowed briefly and I heard her exhale.

“I was just out riding,” I said. “I had to get out of here.”

“Did you go over to Jeanette’s?” my father asked.

“No.”

“What happens in this house stays in this house. It’s no one else’s business.”

“I know that.”

He rose and stretched. “I’m going to bed,” he said.

Ma and I sat, leg to leg, listening to the crickets. “Take me inside,” she said, finally. “Make me a cup of tea.”

The kitchen light made us squint. Ma’s top lip was purple and puffy. When the tea was ready, I put it down in front of her. “Sit down,” she said, patting the chair next to her.

Instead, I walked across the kitchen and sat on the counter. “What’s a whore?” I said.

She told me she didn’t want to talk about anything right now. “All I can picture is some cat sneaking up behind Petey. Tomorrow I’m—”

Something about my pink shorts made her stop.

“What?” I said.

She was staring down there at me.

I saw and felt it at the same time: the dark wet blotch of blood.

“That’s great, Dolores. Thanks a lot,” Ma said, her face crumpling in tears. “That’s just what I need right now.”

    *   *   *

    The backhoe rattled our whole street.

Somewhere in the middle of that week’s excavating and cement mixing, Jeanette’s cat Delilah retreated to the Nords’ linen closet and gave birth to six kittens. All morning, Jeanette and I watched the slow, strained business of Delilah pushing babies from her rump; all afternoon we studied the tiny blind things as they cried without sound and writhed in a mound against their mother. Just before I left to go home, I asked Jeanette the question I’d been trying to ask all day long.

“Do you know what a whore is?”

“A prostitute,” she said. She watched my blank look. “A woman who does sex with men for money. Mommy says there aren’t any around here. They’re only in big cities. You can tell if a woman’s one when—”

“Is it always a woman?”

The question stopped Jeanette and she shrugged. “I think so. Why?”

    *   *   *

    The pool men kept swearing and laughing and asking to use our bathroom. Ma’s nerves were so bad she decided to take a bus to Rhode Island and visit Grandma. “You can either come with me or stay with Daddy,” she said.

“Stay with Daddy.”

All that week I rode my bike to Jeanette’s and held the warm kittens to my chest, two at a time. At home I watched our pool fill up with water.

On the weekend, Daddy didn’t go golfing with Mrs. Masicotte but stayed home with me instead, sloshing and sunbathing and running to the house to answer the phone. His voice inside was a murmur, undetectable over the murmur of the pool filter.

On Monday morning I woke up late to the sound of his swimming. From my bedroom window I watched him catch air and dive deep, then break the surface again in some surprise place.

“How come you’re home?” I called. “Why aren’t you at work?”

“Can’t a guy take a little vacation with his daughter?” he said. “Get your suit on. Come on out with me.”

By mid-morning we were lying on towels on the pool apron, working on our tans. “By the way,” he said, leaning on his elbow and smiling. “I been meaning to ask you something.”

“Then ask,” I said.

“What are those things?”

He was looking at the front of my bathing suit in a way that made me blush. “What?” I said.

He reached over and tweaked one of my bumps, then cuffed me on the chin. “You hiding walnuts in there or something?”

“Shut up,” I said. I jumped in and swam the length of the pool, hiding my smile underwater. He was a flirt, that was all. What was wrong with that? If Mrs. Masicotte was stupid enough to buy us a pool because he flirted a little, that was her problem, not ours.

It rained on Tuesday. We went off on errands like the old days, but these tasks we performed for us, not the old lady. From a thick wad of bills in his pants pocket, Daddy laid down money for poolside chairs, air mattresses, my new two-piece bathing suit. We were at the hardware-store counter with our pool supplies when it suddenly occurred to him that a girl my age should have her own house key. “Hold everything,” he told the clerk who was ringing up our order. “We forgot something.”

For lunch we ate at a Chinese restaurant: egg rolls and lo mein and fortune cookies. “What’s it say?” Daddy asked, when I snapped open my cookie and uncurled the strip of paper.

“‘The smile you send out returns to you.’ How about yours?”

“‘Idle pleasure disguises itself as permanent happiness.’” He tossed his fortune into the ashtray. “Whatever the hell that means.”

All that week, we played and swam without mentioning Petey or the fight or Ma. I began to appreciate his anger, to see how someone like my mother could drive you to it—the way she crabbed and worried all day and squirted that spray up her nose. Rising and falling gently on my air mattress during a quiet moment, I looked over at Daddy and then down into the wobbly pool water and thought that, if life had been fair, he would have met Mrs. Nord instead of my mother and married her. They’d be living happily together now with their pool and their two daughters, Jeanette and me.

By the end of the week, Daddy was swimming a hundred laps and I was up to sixty. We sat on the pool’s edge, dangling our tan legs over the sides, our eyes pink and burning from chlorine.

“Do you remember way back,” he asked, “when I had my own painting business? Before I went to work for LuAnn?”

“You had a green pickup truck,” I said. “And Ma and I used to bring you your lunch.”

“That’s right,” he smiled.

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I was just thinking.”

I didn’t want our time together to end. I didn’t want our conversation to turn sad in any way. “Then what do you think of this?” I said. I reached down and splashed him with cold water. He growled like a lion and chased me around and around the pool.

    *   *   *

    Daddy called Ma on Sunday night. When he got off the phone, he told me Ma wanted him to drive me to Rhode Island so I could spend a couple of days with Grandma.

“What for?” I complained.

“Because you haven’t seen her since Christmas,” he said.

“Big loss. Can’t I just stay here with you?”

He looked away from me. “What’ll we have for supper?” he said. “Let’s order a pizza.”

    *   *   *

    The bruise on Ma’s lip had faded to a yellowy green. “I missed you, honey,” she said. We both waited out the response I was supposed to give but didn’t. “So what’s new?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Not a thing.”

“In a whole week, nothing?”

“Jeanette’s having a back-to-school slumber party next week. Me and her and six other girls.”

“How was the rest of your week? Did you and Daddy have a talk?”

“We had lots of talks. We had a blast. Not one second was boring.”

“Did he say anything?”

“About what?”

“Never mind.”

Grandma’s house had a camphor smell and was cluttered with religious knickknacks. Her whole downstairs had the same ugly pink-flamingo wallpaper. A series of family pictures hung on the stairway wall, one framed photograph for each step. There was one of my mother and her girlfriend Geneva Sweet wearing white dresses and 1940s hairdos, their arms hooked around each other’s waists. A high-school graduation picture of Eddie, my mother’s younger brother, who’d drowned at age nineteen. Wedding portraits of both my parents and grandparents. You almost had to feel sorry for Grandma in her wedding picture, standing solemnly next to her bridegroom in her shiny gown, unaware of the deaths of her husband, and her son, and her grandson, Anthony Jr.

“Old pictures are fascinating, aren’t they?” Ma said, when she caught me studying them.

“Not really.” I shrugged.

I spent the remainder of the visit staring stupidly at the TV, answering Grandma’s questions in single syllables and making faces at her cooking.

On the bus back home, Ma began rambling on about what being a girl had been like for her—how if she could have changed one thing about herself, it would be her shyness. Grandma had meant well, but . . . “So when Tony came along and started calling me on the telephone, showing me all of his attention, well, I just couldn’t—”

“Does any of this have a point?” I sighed.

“He was supposed to tell you. That was the purpose of the whole week. Your father wants a divorce. He’s leaving us.”

The bus hummed along the interstate. My head felt too numb to think. “That’s stupid,” I said, finally. “Why would he put in a brand-new pool if he was leaving?”

She reached over and took my hand.

“Do we have to move?” I asked.

“No. He’s moving. Moved.”

“Where?”

“To New Jersey.”

“What about his job? Is Masicotte moving there, too?” “Mrs. Masicotte? She fired him. He’s been having a fling with one of her tenants and she caught them. She’s furious.”

For five minutes, neither of us spoke. I stared ahead and watched the seat upholstery go blurry from my tears. “It’s funny, in a way,” Ma finally said. “She didn’t mind him having a wife and daughter. He just couldn’t have another girlfriend. . . . Do you have any questions?”

“Who gets to keep the Cadillac?” I said.

“We do. You and me. Isn’t that hilarious?”

“Can I still go to Jeanette’s slumber party?” I asked.

    *   *   *

    I spent the week swimming laps, looking up from the water at every little noise. Whenever Jeanette called, I thought it would be Daddy.

On Friday Ma came timidly out to the pool wearing her beach robe. In her hands she held her equipment: cup of tea, cigarettes, nasal spray. She struggled with the gate, walked up to the water, and dunked her big toe. “Cold,” she said. Then she slipped off her robe and sat down stiffly on a webbed chair.

“It’s nice here,” she said. “Come out of the water and talk to me.”

I sat on the pool’s edge, dripping and impatient. “I was just about to start my routine,” I said. “What do you want?”

“Oh, nothing. Just your company. Can I ask you a question?”

“What?”

“It’s silly, really. I’m just curious. . . . If you didn’t know me at all—if you just looked up and there I was, some woman on the street, a stranger—would you think I was pretty or ugly?”

Her bathing suit was the same corny two-piece she’d worn ever since she’d gotten fat: flowered top, white skirt bottom, roll of bluish white flab in the middle. “I don’t know,” I said. “Pretty, I guess.”

She was searching my face for the truth. The truth, as I saw it, was that Daddy wouldn’t have left if she hadn’t always been Miss Doom and Gloom. “Pretty?” she said. “Really?”

“Yeah, pretty ugly.”

Her lip shook. She reached for her spray.

“God, I was only kidding,” I said. “Can’t you even take a joke?”

    *   *   *

    Daddy’s letter came postmarked from New Jersey: a single page of notebook paper that promised continuing love and child-support checks but failed to explain why he’d swum with me all week without telling me the truth, how he could want some woman bad enough to give us up. I’d never bothered to notice his penmanship before: fragile, tentative strokes—nothing like Daddy himself. “Donna really wants to meet you,” the writing said. “Just as soon as the time is right.”

At Jeanette’s slumber party, I told Kitty Coffey she smelled like a hamper and was delighted when she cried. I ate greedily, danced myself into a sweat, and laughed so loud that Mrs. Nord had to come in and speak to me. “Keep it down, honey, will you? I can hear you all over the house,” she said. “Shut up, you whore,” I thought of saying, but only made a face. I dared each girl there to stay awake as long as I could—to match my energy. When the last of them faded off to sleep, I started shaking so hard that I couldn’t stop myself. Maybe he’d left because I was a bad person. Because I’d wished he’d married Mrs. Nord instead of Ma. Because I told Ma she was ugly.

By dawn, my eyes burned from no sleep. I tiptoed amongst my girlfriends in the blanketed clumps on Jeanette’s floor, pretending they were all dead from some horrible explosion. Because I had stayed awake, I was the only survivor.

Birds chirped outside in the Nords’ graying yard. I got dressed, walked down the hall, and pedaled barefoot back to Bobolink Drive.

    *   *   *

    Out in back, the pool filter hummed. The water was silvery and smooth. Petey was sitting on the fencepost.

I clicked my tongue and approached him, repeating his name. Then my hand descended, was over him. His beak pecked lightly at my finger. I could feel his fragile bones.

I unlocked the front door with my new shiny key.

Ma was in their bedroom, awake, naked. She was standing in front of the full-length mirror, holding her breasts—gently, lovingly, the exact same way Jeanette and I held the baby kittens.

Here we are, I thought: two women. “Look!” I said.

She reeled around, startled at my voice. I let go of her bird. It fluttered around and around the room, in circles between us.
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I was on the brown plaid sofa, watching TV and Scotch-taping my bangs to my forehead because Jeanette said that kept them from drying frizzy. Across the room on the Barcalounger, my mother was having her nervous breakdown.

Ma sat hunched over one of our fold-out TV trays, working constantly on a religious jigsaw puzzle without making any progress. She wore her knee socks and her quilted pink bathrobe, despite the early summer heat. She ate nothing but cubes of Kraft caramels. For two weeks, I had been reaching over and turning up the volume, trying as best I could to ignore the private curse words she’d begun chuckling to herself, trying not to see the litter of caramel cellophane that was accumulating around her chair in a kind of half circle.

It wasn’t that Ma hadn’t put up a fight. In Daddy’s absence, she’d repainted the downstairs hallway and exercised in front of the TV with Jack LaLanne and cried and kicked the lawn mower until it eventually started. Her efforts at going it alone led her back to Sunday Mass and through a succession of brief jobs: convalescent-home cook, bank teller, notions-department clerk at Mr. Big’s discount store. When winter cold burst one of our pipes, Ma called and called until she located the random yellow-pages plumber who got out of bed to come fix it.

But we’d done nothing about maintaining the pool the previous fall. Leaves had fluttered down onto the surface, then sunk and rotted; by springtime, the pool water was brown soup.

One morning in May, Ma went downstairs and found Petey dead at the bottom of his cage. “Why me? Why always me?” she was still sobbing when I got home from school. She hadn’t gone to work that day and didn’t go the next day either. At the end of the week, Mr. Big’s called to say they were letting her go. By then she’d already begun living in her robe.

It was Ma’s hair that finally got to me. At school I sucked breath mints and carried a small bottle of Tussy deodorant in my purse for whenever I could get my hands on the lavatory pass. Ma’s unwashed hair, matted and crazy, alarmed me enough to suspend the cold war against my father and contact directory assistance in Tenafly, New Jersey.

It had been almost a year since my father’s move to Tenafly, where he’d opened a flower shop with his girlfriend, Donna.

“Good afternoon, Garden of Eden,” Donna said. I had spoken to her only once before, phoning the day my parents’ divorce became final to call her a whore. The two prevailing mysteries in my life were: what Donna looked like and why, exactly, my father had traded us for her.

“May I speak to Tony,” I said icily. “This is his daughter, Miss Dolores Price.”

When my father got on, I cut through his nervous chitchat. “It’s Ma,” I said. “She’s acting funny.”

He coughed, paused, coughed again. “Funny how?” he asked.

“You know. Funny peculiar.”

Neither Donna nor I wished to live under the same roof, and neither the Nords nor my father would entertain my proposal that Jeanette and I live at our house for the summer and Mrs. Nord drive over with our meals and clean laundry. It was decided I would move to my grandmother’s house on Pierce Street in Easterly, Rhode Island, until Ma got right again.

On the one-hour drive to Grandma Holland’s, I clutched my notebook filled with addresses of girls from whom I’d forced promises to write me regularly. Daddy kept sneaking nervous peeks at me and at the rearview mirror. Behind us, the U-Haul trailer wobbled and swayed from side to side. In silence I waited impatiently for the tragic highway accident that would paralyze me but wrench both my parents back to their senses. I pictured the three of us back home on Bobolink Drive, Daddy pushing my wheelchair solemnly up the front walk, eternally grateful for my forgiveness. At the doorway, Ma would smile sadly, her hair as clean and lustrous as a Breck-shampoo girl’s.
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