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Thanksgiving Day


Thanksgiving Day,
The Day we feast.
The day we pray,
And eat the beast.


The Pilgrims came,
To become free.
Of the English, For You and me.


—Amy Weinland, 1978





Chapter One



PIPER COMANCHE 400


Life goes by so fast …


It’s something I had heard so many times that it had lost its meaning, suffering death by violent repetition. Maybe it’s why the younger me never really believed it any more than I was worried about wrinkles, the rising cost of retirement, or that disturbing rumor that women’s bodies magically expand at forty-five.


No, that crap wasn’t going to happen to me.


And then, before I knew it, in the dreaded blink of an eye, I went from being John Cougar Mellencamp’s youthful, free-willed Diane—complete with dribbling slacks—to living the part of life that goes on. The part after the thrill is gone.


Life was more blurry than fast, slipping into a mesmerizing normality. Disguised as humdrum and mundane, the routine began to suck the enchantment and marvel out of everything, leaving me at times wondering if I ever believed in anything beyond what now seemed so real. Driving in an endless line of minivans, we pick up and drop off, fill and empty ourselves into oblivion. It lulls our imagination to sleep. It stifles our spirit and lays waste to the creative genius that exists in every human soul.


As happy as I personally was, I wondered if there wasn’t more. I was in a good marriage to a good person, who was probably better at being married than I was. I had two beautiful, healthy children. Though my boys weren’t perfect, relative to my ideal of it, they were loving and genuinely did their best to follow the line our family had drawn in the sand. I had all the trimmings and trappings, a late-model imported motor vehicle with sliding doors, a big house, a DVR, and a counter-depth refrigerator. It was all good. It truly was. But, that said, was this really the “it” I was destined to arrive at?


Maybe it wasn’t so much that it was going by at light speed, but more that we were so infatuated with cultivating stability and comfort that we had stopped seeing what was really going on.


Being able to get anything, anywhere, at any time hasn’t caused our creativity to flourish; no, instead, and ironically, it’s squashed it, convincing us that creating isn’t as valuable as sourcing. We’d rather be comfortable than happy, or maybe we’ve replaced happiness with satisfaction. Why risk eating at a place you’ve never heard of when you can be comforted by something called Jack Daniels sauce?


THAT chilly November morning was a titillating exception to the reality of modern life. At the controls of my sleek minivan, I drove the few miles that separated our Ohio home from the regional airport. Past the Target and PetSmart, past the Walmart and the Lowe’s, the Kohl’s, the Walgreens, and the Kroger. Past the Outback Steakhouse, the Chili’s, and the UPS Store.


Though it was the same silver Honda Odyssey I’d operated efficiently since just before our second son was born and the same roads I’d driven up and down, endlessly, since moving to the Midwest in 2007, the feel of adventure hung thick in the brisk air. Following my faithful guide and best companion, the friend who did whatever I wanted, my iPhone, I turned into the parking lot of the Wright Brothers Airport. It was less of an air hub than a weird collection of metal buildings situated in front of a single runway flanked by a thousand little points of light.


Maybe it was George Bush’s lost America.


Surveying the five or six different hangars, my first task was to locate which building I was supposed to enter to meet Mary. My phone couldn’t help me now, so it was up to my own cunning and catlike reflexes to find the right place. I was semiconfident that I knew where to go, a specific chain link gate with what I hoped was the correct entry pad. If only I had listened to my husband when he was giving me the directions the night before, rather than thinking about a million other things that were more interesting than hearing him banging on about the specifics. That kind of stuff was never necessary, that is, until you needed to know.


Yelling into the speaker with zero confidence, if that was even possible, I identified myself as a departing passenger. Without a reply from whomever was on the other side, the fence began to shudder and groan, allowing me to pull through the gates. This had to be it. From there, I was directed to an unmarked parking area behind the barely identifiable passenger terminal, near where a wide variety of small aircraft were in the process of being loaded, unloaded, and serviced.


Though my husband had taken his share of flights on smaller planes, I had not yet had the experience of hurtling through the wild blue yonder in an aircraft smaller than a regional jet. Today, all that would change. After parking the van in an area that looked suitable, apparently there were no rules here, I was warmly greeted by Mary, wearing her unfailing smile and cheery disposition. I had known Mary for at least twenty years but had never had the opportunity to form a deep bond with her. Guiding me over to the plane she opened the passenger door and motioned toward my bags, “Here, throw them in the backseat.” It was that simple … no security, no awkward disrobing in a cold room, and no showing of the liquids. I just drove up in the parking lot and tossed my crap into the actual plane. Clearly, I was a baller.


Climbing up, I swung the small door shut, immediately realizing that its light, almost flimsy construction mirrored that of the entire airplane, the one that would separate me from the atmosphere at 8,000 feet. The sturdiness reminded me of a boat —ready to launch at a nearby lake for a day of fun, sunburns, and awkward trips up and down the back ladder—as opposed to an actual aircraft. We could swim back or call for help on our cell phones if the old boat couldn’t make it—in this case, the flying one, the consequences were far graver.


Maybe I shouldn’t think about that.


As I watched Mary go through the preflight checks necessary to begin our flight to Houston, I suddenly appreciated her steady maturity. She was taking it all seriously, not cracking the jokes that I would have been compelled to, even if our roles were reversed and I was the responsible airplane pilot.


I had always liked Mary and respected her, but our relationship had long been metered by the fact that my husband worked for hers, an association that prevented any real closeness. This was unfortunate as she was smart, funny, well-read, and pleasant. I had always looked forward to seeing her at the long line of cocktail parties, enjoyed talking to her and considered her to be a beacon of light amongst the sometimes dimly lit bulbs of duty.


Following Mary’s lead, I strapped myself in with what seemed like an underwhelming harness. It looked more like something out of a 1973 Buick than a modern-day jet airplane. “I’m ready to start the engines,” she said, handing me a huge aviation headset, complete with a microphone that looked like something from a Time-Life Books commercial. “We can use these to communicate. Also,” she added, “you can hear the chatter between ground control and me.”


I hadn’t really expected such a personal connection to our flight, much less something called “chatter.” It was like I was the co-pilot. Wait! Who was the co-pilot? Who would fly the plane if Mary became incapacitated? Taking it the inevitable one step further, I willed it out of my brain, sending it to wherever my review of the flimsy cockpit door had gone. Instead of questioning her, I just nodded furiously, agreeing with everything she said. That’s what you did if you were from the South, and a people pleaser, and truly terrified of conflict. It was a trifecta that should have ended in a therapist’s office, but that would have been admitting something was actually going on. Vicious cycles never end the way they are supposed to.


FINISHING her prep work, Mary fired up the engines with a flip of a switch, and after a couple of additional official-looking movements, she taxied the airplane toward the runway. I had never known anyone who could taxi a plane toward anywhere, much less a runway. The best my regular set of friends could do was back a car into a parking space.


The small four-passenger plane handled far differently than a jet. Even on the ground, I could distinctly feel every bump and imperfection on the surface below, like we were traveling in a golf cart on a dirt road in East Texas, not necessarily the sensation you are looking for prior to being launched into the air in a metal tampon. The aircraft itself was apparently, at least to aviation buffs, a classic—a Piper Comanche 400, one of only several hundred ever made. It was an attractive plane, even at forty-something years old it was pleasing to the eye. Honestly, that’s something you could have said about me. The plane and I were of similar age, both of us maturing in our own special way. Its red leather seats looked worn, and my tail rudder had expanded, though neither had deteriorated to the point that we weren’t flight worthy.


THE journey itself, as originally planned, could have proven to be an interesting trek even without the flight on a small vintage plane. I was heading back home to Texas to meet with my family on some matters that none of us really wanted to consider. The meeting regarding my parents’ estate had been on the books for some time and was conveniently planned around Thanksgiving, so I could be in town for the uncomfortable discussions and subsequent signing of important documents. My siblings and I had begun to refer to it as “Death Camp Thanksgiving,” a reference to a weekend meeting my dad had conducted the previous fall. That’s when the four of us, everyone minus my mom, holed up in a downtown Houston hotel for two nights while he laid out his entire financial portfolio. By the time Sunday morning rolled around, we all had been issued matching briefcases that contained “the plan,” precisely detailing what each of us needed to do when he was gone.


As much as the three of us had one another’s backs, and said (and sincerely meant) that we didn’t really care about the money, we all cared about the money. I wondered what it, and any other honest discourse about topics previously untouched upon, might do to our otherwise agreeable family dynamics. We were reaching that age when all the stuff that had once seemed so far off was bearing down on us with inevitable dread and wonder.


SUDDENLY, and at the last minute, the key meetings for the Thanksgiving edition of Death Camp Weekend had been moved up to accommodate a lawyer’s holiday plans, and I was lucky that Mary had been in Ohio and flying herself back to Houston in time for me to make the new appointment.


My husband, Willie, and our two boys, Will and Matthew, were to follow tomorrow, taking the flights that I originally booked for the four of us. Though a little apprehensive about the single-engine plane, I was grateful to have a way to Texas that wasn’t going to require a one-thousand-dollar charge on my already holiday-worthy Visa bill.


Mary began accelerating the Comanche’s engines as we turned onto the runway. My heart began to beat more quickly as we gained speed. I felt as if I was on some sort of secret mission … with hidden weapons strapped in a sensuous fashion to my legs and arms. In reality, all I was armed with on most days was a cheap toilet brush, some semi-explosive bleach cleaner, and my smarter phone. It was hardly the stuff that had miniseries written all over it.


AFTER what seemed like a slow three-mile ride down the runway, the airplane began to shakily lift off from the ground, and I experienced a palpable “Oh crap!” feeling. It had taken a considerable amount of effort for the small craft to get itself off the runway, meaning it couldn’t take too much to bring it back down. What had I been thinking? This was ridiculous. What had my husband been thinking? This was clearly on him. If I died, it was his freaking fault. Idiot.


As we vibrated our way to higher altitudes, I could sense concrete risk, danger and fear. Being a novice, I was not able to delineate between the “good” and “bad” sounds and sensations. This was thrilling, and oh yeah, it was scary as hell. It was an experience that fed my soul, different from a commercial flight. I wasn’t watching life, I was actively participating in it, and, excitingly, anything could happen. We could crash, I could ask Mary to “pull over” so I could use the bathroom, or we could just continue to drift around up here in the fluffy clouds—I had no idea, but it definitely wasn’t a sure thing either way.


I settled into thinking about signing the serious grownup paperwork. Our situation was uncomplicated relative to stories I had heard regarding other families. Everyone got on well—or as well as could be expected as we matured and morphed into who we really were. My older sister, Kim, was a flight attendant. Single, she lived in a beautiful house, which she kept meticulously decorated with her savvy interior-design skills. Rick, the youngest, flipped properties in the communities north of Houston. He and his wife Jennifer, and their five kids, lived in an old house that they had moved from inner Houston to the rural family place in the piney woods of East Texas. As for me, I was a happily wed suburban housewife, a struggling writer, a college football fanatic, a mother and a girl who had been uprooted several times, most recently to the land of enchantment that is Centerville, Ohio.


We were all so different but had remained close and shared, for the most part, the same moral platform. The discussions regarding Mom and Dad’s estate would no doubt be interesting, as we three approached the subject of finances differently.


Rick is the kind of guy who checks the gauge on the propane tank to monitor daily consumption. Kim, at the other extreme, would gladly cash in a portion of her retirement fund to go to Italy. I was somewhere in the middle. I wouldn’t install a meter on my blow dryer, but I also wouldn’t cash in my adult diaper fund for a Carnival cruise. If I was being honest—and this is my freaking book after all—I would say that I was more correctly positioned on the financial barometer than my genetic associates, who would probably assert the same thing regarding themselves.


As far back as I could remember, Kim had been the royal anointed one within our family. She reigned supreme throughout childhood, a dominance that had continued right on up to our mysterious passage into the adult world. She was the pretty one, strikingly beautiful since the beginning, and was born with a great fashion sense. She was funny, thoughtful, smart, and, as a bonus, she didn’t look like she had just sniffed glue when we went to Olan Mills for a family photograph. Yeah, I had spent many long years being jealous of Kim for having the nerve to be everything I was not, but secretly wanted to be.


Her potent influence is still apparent, sovereignty illustrated by the silver-platter snacking service offered up every time she chooses to bless our parents’ home with her presence. Don’t visualize Dean’s French Onion or Frito Lay Bean Dip, oh no indeed, it’s more like artichoke hearts and six kinds of imported cheese baked into a soufflé, or fresh-blended tomatillos, canola mayo and tenderly sliced jalapenos served with tortilla strips fried in peanut oil.


They won’t come out before she arrives, and as soon as she ceases consumption, backing away from the kitchen island, the buffet ceases operation. It was how she rolled, and regardless of how long she stood commandingly over her kingdom, spreading her wingspan over her salty birthright, she never gained a pound.


It was sick.


RICK was the male heir to the Weinland throne, the boy that everyone had waited patiently through two babies with lady parts for. Yes, his penis was a welcome sight to my young parents, weary from pulling off yet another diaper only to find yet another soiled va-jay-jay. Heralded and trumpeted into life as the next Weinland leading man, Rick handled the pressure with great success. He didn’t ever buck the system or refuse to go along with everyone’s expectations; he just simply made it clear, from early on, that he was going to do things differently.


An artist whose paintbrush was mainly a drumstick, and sometimes an actual paintbrush, Rick had music and the dream of a simple, unmaterialistic life. He was also the funniest person I had ever met. Hands down. His comedic timing was flawless. His approach was a magical mix of subtlety and obnoxiousness. One minute he was the most hilarious person in history, verbally and physically, while in the next, he became part of the background.


Rick married Jennifer as the new millennium dawned, signaling a new era for humankind and our family. Like he, Jen was cut from a different cloth. Musical, an eclectic foodie and frank, Jennifer brought an entirely different dynamic to our family. We the people, committed to fostering an atmosphere of denial, were called out on the carpet by Jennifer, usually for our own good and sometimes much to our strong opposition.


To illustrate the Jen-effect, the adult family was gathered around the table one night early in their marriage. We were dealing with some minor conflict, an issue that had produced a palpable level of angst. It had something to do with Mom (a.k.a. Sue), who was noticeably upset but not willing to express herself verbally. We all got that, and basically everybody was just waiting for it to go away, without any meaningful words. God, please tell us there weren’t going to be any meaningful words.


Jen, who had only said her “I do’s, I don’ts, and I wont’s” a couple of months earlier and didn’t understand the rules of engagement, or thought they were ridiculous, or thought that since she was now having shower sex with my brother that it gave her new street cred, boldly broke the coveted silence. “I think we should talk about how we each feel about this, starting with Sue,” she began, cracking the foundation our lives had been lived upon for so long. “Sometimes, I don’t want to talk about my emotions and I think it’s about self-confidence … Self-confidence is something many of us in this room have struggled with or are struggling with. If we talk this out it will be better … much better.”


Really? Better? What does better mean? What in the hell was she doing? Didn’t she understand how this was supposed to work? Surely there was some sort of pre-nup she and Rick had signed: “WE DON’T TALK ABOUT HOW WE FEEL IN FRONT OF THE GROUP, ESPECIALLY WHEN WE ARE ALL SOBER AND ALL IN THE SAME ROOM …” If you had downed a couple of bottles of Chablis—or were in the process of doing so —and were on a dark porch in Galveston at one in the morning and there were fewer than four people involved (not including the people eavesdropping from a bedroom window), then it was cool, but not at 7:45 p.m. on a freaking Wednesday.


Until that moment, I had never seen so much shock, alarm and panic—in unison—on the faces of my immediate family. It was as if someone had taken all their clothes off and asked us to look at a menacing boil on their personal parts. Or had just announced their secret desire to marry one of our cousins—OK, that really did happen, but that’s another story.


My husband, Willie, covertly set off his own pager, fleeing the room to make a pretend phone call. He’d been in the game for about seven years and knew better, plus his family didn’t want to discuss their feelings either. Maybe that fact about my in-laws, their respect for denial, outweighed the fact that they all had gigantic heads. Those oversized heads never really seemed like a big deal until I got wheeled into the delivery room to give birth to their descendants. Then I recalled the circumference, through gritted teeth, repeating words that my father said made me sound like I wasn’t an adult. In my opinion, once you’ve passed a few big babies through the canal, you’re just as much an adult as anyone else, no matter what kind of words you use.


AS Jennifer reviewed those bystanders still standing, presumably waiting for an answer that would never come, Kim kicked me under the table and then gave me a “WTF?” look combined with the curious hint of a smile. Regardless of the alarm bells that were going off, it was kind of funny—in a sick, twisted way.


Dad, always a total people pleaser and masterful at avoiding conflict, looked at me, his dependable, serviceable child, and said, “I think Jen’s right, let’s talk about it.” I, never wanting to disagree with the man I so admired, nodded vigorously enough to seem bought in but not enough to have my sister punch me in the stomach in the half bath.


As for my mom, the unfortunate direct target of feelings central, she clutched her Pekinese and ran out of the room, nearly hitting the door frame on the way out.


Silence fell upon the group once again, only this time it was laced with a heavy powdering of awkwardness. Mercifully, after what seemed like seven minutes of cruel quiet, my brother finally shut things down. “Well, it was good seeing you guys tonight,” he said, as he took Jen by the arm and exited quickly and professionally. Here was a man who respected denial; he was raised right, like me.


We have never spoken of the instance since it happened— we never investigated our feelings, our actions, our reactions, or what any of it meant to our family dynamics. It wasn’t that we didn’t care, it’s that we cared enough not to. Thank God for that.


AS for me, I was, and am, the classic middle child. I have always seen myself as not the first and not the boy, so, I was just me, and I never knew what that was, exactly. She was pretty, he had a penis, and, well, I was funny. Really, to be fair, she was beautiful, he had enough potency in his business to father five children, and I was hilarious.


It never seemed enough.


Whether I had adopted the persona, and accompanying baggage, of the middle child purposefully, or instead my position in the family was cemented by reality, no one knew, especially not me. Enthusiastic, a pleaser, considered humorous by some and obnoxious by others, I fancied myself a harnesser of the pen. I had for years tried to get someone to notice, and, when they did, I wanted them swiftly out of my business. I had minimal fashion sense and rhythmic skills that only I could see. My mind, though well-used, was not necessarily brilliant. Though not unattractive, I was pretty in a decidedly Tina Yothers kind of way, mixing Family Ties with Princess Fergie to come up with a bushy head of hair, a solid frame and a flat face. My early battle with beauty—for I am alluringly attractive in present day —may have been because I was wholly uncomfortable with makeup, hair doing, and fashion. It’s not that I didn’t care, it’s that I wasn’t born with that chip that instinctually tells you when and when not to wear pantyhose, which kind of bra to wear, and how and why to apply eye shadow.


My life wasn’t perfect and I loved it that way. As I approached my later forties I had started looking backward less frequently but with a growing sentimentality. Perhaps I was beginning to forget all the curves and edges of my childhood and would one day be left with only a glowing, warm feeling.


That natural process had gotten blown up earlier in the year, when Dad was in town watching the boys while Willie and I took a work trip. It was an innocent conversation that lasted only a few moments, but I kept going back to it. “The biggest fights your mom and I ever had,” he had said, sitting there with a can of Bud Light in his hand, “were about you. I tried to protect you …” he added, and then looked away. That’s where it ended, when my younger son dashed through the room with our one-hundred-pound dog following close behind.


Though I didn’t fully understand what he meant, I had never brought it up again during his visit and hadn’t seen him or been home since. It was as shocking as it was casual.


WHILE Mary looked confidently ahead into the clouds, I exhaled and settled into my seat. Blind trust and the blaring noise of the plane began to lull me until I struggled to keep my eyes open. I would have never thought I could sleep in a small single-engine plane piloted by someone I barely knew, but somehow slumber caught me by surprise, and I was out. Open-mouthed slobber time was upon us.





Chapter Two



COORDINATES


I was awoken by the voices inside my head—this time they were real. I knew we must be near Houston because the chatter had ramped up. I felt fuzzy, which was not unusual as I was not prone to catnapping and experienced difficulty re-emerging quickly from daytime sleep.


I looked over to Mary, she smiled back at me knowingly— not like “nice slobber” but more like “hello, dear”—a look that was almost too intimate. As I continued to return to a cognitive state, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something seemed different, though I couldn’t put my finger on it. She looked different, I felt different … it even smelled different.


Glancing back across the cockpit casually, trying not to come across as a freaky stalker, I realized that she did look different. I wasn’t sure what she had been wearing when we embarked, or what her hair had looked like previously, but she was definitely transformed.


Again, Mary caught me glancing at her, and again, she smiled at me, knowingly. Good God, she was cocking her head ever so slightly to the right, like a cute young pup. Maybe I was a freak, OK yes, I was, but still, something wasn’t right. Looking quickly back down at my own lap to avoid her glance, I made a shocking realization.


My skinny jeans, boots and sweater had morphed into some snug-fitting plaid pants. The color combo was mesmerizing—a blaring yellow-gold background, like the harvest-gold refrigerator my mom had in the ’70s—offset with a brown check and narrow white gridlines. It was as if a roll of Scotch tape had exploded on my legs. Then there was a turtleneck sweater, ribbed, I suppose, for my pleasure. It was the same yellow-gold as the pant. It was seriously tight and for some unknown reason had a zipper at the back neck opening. I couldn’t see it, but I could definitely feel it.


Speaking of secret feelings, I suddenly realized that the sweater didn’t end where it ought to. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like the ribbed goodness kept going past its normal, pre-established boundary. What I’m saying is, it felt like it covered my panty. Yes, it seemed like it truly did cover the panty area, front and back. And, if I wiggled just so, I could feel snaps. In my crotch. This was indeed a pullover turtleneck, but it was also a snap-crotch half-bodysuit. I had never worn such a garment, or seen one in person, but I had come across something similar on a blog dedicated to offensive items from vintage catalogs.


Though my shirt might now stay perfectly tucked into my tape-dispenser pants, if engaged in the consumption of adult beverages later, and if I then waited too long to go to the bathroom, I might be at risk of peeing my pants whilst searching frantically for the escape hatch.


You see, my crotch was snapped shut.


Before I could even begin to feel the deep, desperate itch that only man-made fabrics can cause, the wheels of the Comanche touched the runway. I had never landed at the West Houston Airport, a smaller tract designed for, I had assumed, non-commercial aircraft, so I had no idea what to expect. Pulling slowly to a stop in front of the terminal building, I saw a sign welcoming us to “David Wayne Hooks Memorial Airport” which was not on the west side of Houston but instead located on the far northwest side. I knew that because it wasn’t far from where I had grown up. It was the home of the “Aviator’s Grill” which our neighbor had always claimed was the next best thing to Red Lobster. She had religiously eaten there once a week, and I had always wondered what that was all about because she had no dealings in airplanes, or airports, or flying lessons. She had spent many an indulgent few moments regaling us, as she stood in her front yard in unbecoming shorts, with tales of her favorite dish, the “Loop De Loop” which was, apparently, a grilled chicken Caesar salad. She was a regular and even had a t-shirt that said “Aviator’s Grill … Food Worth Landing For.” As far as I knew, she had never landed for it, she’d only driven to it, in her Ford Country Squire station wagon, complete with wood paneling and that little fold-up, rear-facing seat in the way back.


Maybe there had been a change to the flight plan while I had been whacking my head against the window and slinging slobber across the cabin? Either way, I didn’t feel comfortable enough to question Mary. She evidently knew what she was doing … after all, she was the certified pilot who had gotten us safely from point A to point B. She could taxi on a runway.


Disembarking from the plane, any hopes I still harbored for normalcy were completely extinguished. My shoes had changed, and even my luggage, which was being pulled from the backseat of the aircraft by a man with huge, bushy sideburns, was unequivocally altered.


Mary’s hair was alarmingly poufy, featuring a hard part directly down the middle of her head. She was wearing a polyester, kelly-green pantsuit complete with a clingy dress shirt with an enormous bow at the neckline. I would have never said it to her face, but Mary looked like the hand-drawn model off of a dress pattern packet from a garage sale. She seriously looked like a homeroom mom, or like somebody who was about to whip out a cocktail and one of those Jell-O molds with meat floating in it. As she unbuckled her seat belt and stood just outside the plane, I could also see that Mary, who I’d seen in a wide variety of situations requiring a wide range of fashion choices, was rocking the high-waisted pant. Seriously, those pants went northwards to where no decent pant should ever venture.


I didn’t know what to think. Yet I still couldn’t work up the nerve to ask Mary what was going on, she was acting so naturally. I didn’t think I was dreaming, as I didn’t get the feeling I usually experienced that kept me thinking “yes, this is a dream; this is a dream.” That sensation always kept fantasy and reality carefully separated, so while I was experiencing something that felt real, I knew it wasn’t (i.e. if I drive off this road it’s not real, I’m not really going to die, or, if I have sexual relations with this policeman in tight pants, who is not my husband, nobody will ever know, because it didn’t really happen).


This time was different. Something deep down inside told me this was real, not something I would wake up from.


AS I tried to figure out how I was supposed to carry all my stuff, Mary came around the plane cheerily and handed me a jacket. It was Houston in November, so while it wasn’t cold, at all, it also wasn’t hot. I put the blazer-like item on without even thinking. Looking down, I noticed that the brown in the jacket matched the brown in my plaid pants perfectly. These were what the Sears catalog used to call coordinates. Running my hands across the front, I realized that something had been placed in each of the large pockets—a small notebook and orange Bic pen on one side and a tube of lipstick on the other.


Walking through the small terminal building I noticed a deluge of other oddities—most of them involving exposed chest hair, wood paneling and orange carpet. The smell of burnt coffee and cigarettes was thick in the air. I trudged through the inside and out onto the triangular-shaped parking lot—zombielike—in a fog. There were a dozen or so later-model cars, predominantly American made and in a wide and awful array of colors and finishes. I stumbled along behind Mary, toting my ugly luggage with no wheels or extending handles. By the time I had managed to get midway through the parking lot, I was staggering, not so much because I was confused, and I was, but instead, because like most people, I was struggling to carry a three-piece suitcase set with only two hands.


The original plan had been that we would meet up in the airport parking lot (the West Houston one, not this one) with my father, sister, and brother. From there, we could continue on to our late-morning appointment with the attorney and financial advisor. There would be papers to sign. I couldn’t sign papers dressed like this. Normally, I would have been up for it, wearing this kind of thing in public, but not for paper signing. Dad had always told us to dress up for document dealings, and though I was certainly “dressed up,” I don’t think this is what he meant.


Mary looked back at me, “You coming?” she shouted, still smiling, still head cocking. The best reply I could muster was a halfhearted smile and slight nod. She seemed so damn cheerful and confident, as if nothing unusual was occurring and that the whole world had not been suddenly turned upside down.


Had she seen the chest hair, I ask you, had she seen it?


Stopping at the last car in the lot, she turned again, almost too patiently, almost too happily. It wasn’t that she hadn’t ever been nice to me, it was more like she was acting like she knew me better than I knew she did. Finally catching up with her at the car, I stared down at it as if I had never seen a motor vehicle. It was huge, that is in length, but curiously short, like a low rider. It was silver with a maroon faux-leather top, so faux, it may not have even been vinyl. I loved cars, always had, and thought it looked like a Ford LTD, possibly a midseventies model, a long, sprawling four-door.


Utilizing an actual key, Mary unlocked the trunk so we could place our bags inside. It was massive—we could have both gotten in and still had room for all our bags, the spare tire, and one of my children, the big one. “Let’s go,” she chirped as she unlocked the driver’s side door, again with a key, this one a different shape than the first. Once inside, she slid across and unlocked my side by pulling a long silver nail out of the top of the door.


Divided by the huge armrests, we were almost sitting in different zip codes. The seats were velvet-like, they and every inch of the interior the same maroon as the vinyl top. If I had not been so distracted by my obvious parallel universe predicament, I may have well been concerned about the red velvet material permanently sticking to my ridiculously tight polyester pants. Adding little maroon bits to my Scotch tape wouldn’t have done anything to enhance my new look.


Mary looked tiny behind the enormous wheel. As impressive as it was that she could drive an actual airplane, I wondered if she could maneuver the gigantic car onto the main road. Somehow, she managed to swing it around and out of the parking lot like she had been doing just that her entire life. The life I knew nothing about.


We were on our way.


Though it sounds bizarre, I didn’t even think to wonder where we were going. I wasn’t going to lunch with my family. That was out. No Leslie’s Chicken Salad, no #38 from the Margarita’s in Huntsville or Conroe. Yes, no Old Mexico Style Tacos. And so, I sat deep in the plush plushness, like an idiot, still not able to muster up the courage to ask Mary what the hell was going on.


SLOWLY, but not slowly enough, we traveled the roads nearby the airport. Though the route seemed eerily familiar, it, and basically everything I could see, was surreal. I guess I was aware of where we were, but it just didn’t make any sense. What was apparently reality was not registering. I needed to hurl. After about fifteen to twenty minutes of pleasing scenery that I couldn’t allow myself to connect with, the kind of pastoral setting that doesn’t reveal age, we drove toward a landmark I certainly could not deny was real; the brick edifice where I had attended kindergarten through fifth grade, Northampton Elementary School.


Seeming to magically read my mind and detect my connection with something familiar, Mary signaled and turned the massive Ford into the parking lot of the school. Pulling into one of the spaces in the empty lot, in perfect view of the tetherball poles, she put the car into park and turned to look at me.


“OK, Amy, now I’m going to try to prepare you for what you have to do today. I know that you are aware that our surroundings have been, well, altered, and you are correct about that. There are very few rules, but, you need to know that you cannot mess this up. No matter what you do, everything will appear to work out just as it would have anyway.”


What was she saying?


I didn’t understand and I’m sure my face reflected that, but Mary ignored this, along with reasonableness in general. “Amy, your role today is that you are a writer in Houston meeting with an editor, your meetings ran long and won’t finish until after Thanksgiving. You are stuck in town over the holiday with nothing to do, so, you are going to visit some distant cousins who live in the northern suburbs of Houston. You will arrive today and you will leave tomorrow, just before the sun sets. You are Amy Daughters from Centerville, Ohio. You are the married mother of two sons, one in his teens and the other in elementary school. You are a stay-at-home mom who writes as a sideline occupation. You are forty-six years old. Basically, you are yourself and can speak freely about your life within limits which shall become clear to you.” Leaning all the way across the wide expanse of the LTD, she grabbed my clammy left hand in hers and looked me directly in the eyes, stating unequivocally, “Amy, this is going to be all right, I promise.”


I was completely overcome with confusion and shock, but not familiar enough with Mary, the boss’s wife for the love of


God, to yell “WHAT IN THE HELL ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?!” So, instead, I opted for sitting dumbfounded and silent as she pulled the car back out of the school parking lot.


MY ROLE, MY ROLE, I can’t mess it up!?!?


What was she saying, oh my Lord, she had just grabbed my hand in a meaningful fashion. She was definitely crossing the pre-established and sanctioned lines of engagement—there was no hand holding prescribed in this relationship.


Someone had laced my Starbucks, my Greek yogurt was tainted—my deodorant had been tampered with. THIS WAS NOT HAPPENING!





Chapter Three



THE FREAKING PEOPLE


Well, crap. I guess I knew where she was taking me next, but I absolutely couldn’t accept it as reality. Staring blankly out the window, I watched as she made another hard left.


Then it happened. Something registered and resonated deep within my suburban-raised soul. Even in my mentally unstable state, I could see that this was a glorious sight, miraculous and dreamlike.


It was like a glowing city on a hill.


It was the Northampton Subdivision in its absolute prime.


Venturing boldly, or involuntarily, into a land where sheer terror and confusion were delicately intertwined with pure enchantment, we passed through the still-pristine white brick gates of the subdivision, our subdivision. The white bricks were proudly adorned with their red heraldic shields dominated by a majestic N, the remainder of the glorious name spelled out in black Old English font.


Northampton was an upper-middle class affair carved out of the dense piney woods, thick underbrush, and peaceful meadows of far-North Houston in the late 1960s. When my parents, along with my sister and me, first moved the thirty miles from the I-10 corridor of Houston to Northampton in 1969, there were only three streets, the community eventually expanding to 5,000 residents a decade into the new millennium. As time went on, two clubhouse complexes complete with Olympic-sized swimming pools and tennis courts were erected. These areas became the hub of social activity, the site for everything from swim meets to Fourth of July picnics, Brownie meetings to wedding showers. We rode our bikes to the “club” and spent the entire day there. Mom didn’t seem worried—she never even asked us to check in.


I wished I could still pull off riding a bike in a bright yellow-and-pink string bikini, damp from the chlorinated water, the wind blowing my bowl cut … the smell of Frito pie drifting through the air. If I tried that now, I’d either be arrested or cause a terrible car crash.


As we started down the main drag, Northcrest Drive, we passed the enormous one hundred-year-old oak tree that had greeted Northamptonites throughout the ages. It sat proudly on the first of the long, green line of well-manicured esplanades that stretched the entire length of the main thoroughfare. Each was maintained individually by a teen or family, one lucky winner being awarded “Esplanade of the Month” every thirty days. Next to winning “Yard of the Month” or, perhaps, being presented the coveted orange band of the school-safety patrol, it was the highest honor in all of suburbia.


The familiar-looking homes were new and neatly painted, fresh and minus any hints of the green mildew and algae that would eventually spread across their fresh stucco. What hadn’t changed was the massive amount of trees the builders left on each enormous lot, making it seem like the houses were an actual part of the forest as opposed to replacing it.


We passed the old club house, pool, and tennis courts, flanked by “Ye Old Firehouse” with its red siren mounted precariously atop its pointed roof. This was the original version of the Firehouse, before it ironically burned down in the middle of the night, requiring the nearest Volunteer Fire Brigade to come to the rescue, from their subdivision to ours. This no doubt gave we, the action-starved suburbanites of America, a story to share and savor.


“Remember that time our ‘Ye Old Firehouse’ burned down?” “Remember that time that what’s-his-name’s wife cheated with that guy at the Ho-Jo on I-45 and 610?” “Remember that time those kids put rotten eggs in all the mailboxes?” All of them, and many more, were suburban myths specific to Northampton. As unique as they were, surely similar tales were shared by the countless pockets of suburbia that dotted the country, nay, the world. This was our folklore, a commodity you could lay claim to even if you didn’t have a banjo or a log cabin.


Taking the main road, we passed by the street names I knew from the banana seat of my bicycle. My heart sang out their sacred names: Allentown, Bayonne, Craigway, Darby Way, Elm-grove, Fawnwood, and Glenhill! I could still remember the surnames of most of the families that had occupied a coveted corner lot on the main street. There was Kristi Beauchamp’s house, glowing in the morning sun, her mother’s flower pots meticulously cared for as always. There were bird baths, metal swing sets, and cars parked inside of clutter-free garages. I knew kids who lived on each street, kids that by and large had started kindergarten with me and then gone all the way through to matriculation at the new high school that would be built over the tracks from the entrance to our shared subdivision.


A building that was now eerily missing.


For all the bad press the concept of suburbia gets from sociologists, historians, and even artists, growing up in Northampton was a pretty sweet gig, at least the part of it that other people could see from outside the colorful array of front doors.


FINALLY, Mary maneuvered a hard right onto the longest of the long side streets, Creekview Drive. Winding down that familiar way, I knew precisely where we were going, where we would stop, where this could and should all end—but I couldn’t compute the big questions of “Why?” “How?” and “What (TF)?” What I was absolutely sure of was that I couldn’t handle whatever came next. I couldn’t go there.


There wouldn’t include just the house. No, surely this bullshit made-up fantasy came complete with the people. THE FREAKING PEOPLE! Dad, Mom, Kim, and Rick—they would all be there. Wouldn’t they? And then it hit me. Oh, crap. If they would be there, then SHE would be there! LITTLE AMY would be there! Holy, Holy, Holy CRAP. How old was I going to be when I got there? In other words, how old was SHE going to be? Surely I wouldn’t have to have that … HER—us—shoved down my throat.


Oh. My. God.


But destiny, or fantasy, or some form of mental paradox was calling us onward. Even though Mary had never been here, to my little corner of the past, and didn’t have the GPS necessary to find it, she knew just where to pull off to the side of the road, making a slow stop in front of the biggest house on the block. I looked up and gazed unencumbered through the large car window at number 24314 Creekview Drive, my childhood home in all its glory and spanking new splendor.


We had moved here in 1976 when I was eight years old. Mom and Dad didn’t sell the place until after I graduated from college. The last time I had driven by the property, it had been transformed by its new-millennium owners. The covered brick entry was gone, a second-story front porch had been added, the garage had been converted into a living space, and the entire color scheme and outer materials had been unscrupulously altered. All that remained intact was a set of the original windows, perched high on the third level. I sketchily remembered that a flood had occurred at some point in the near past, the creek from behind finally rising high enough to overcome the ever-vulnerable structure, requiring a massive renovation. It had been that disastrous one year in a hundred that we all hoped wouldn’t happen on our watch, the reason the house was zoned in the flood plain in the first place.


But on this day, at this splendid but untrue hour, the years of aging were yet to occur. Yes, on this day it was perfect. It was pristine, it was unfettered and it was glorious. Holy crap, I was home when it was still our home, I was back when it was still back in the day—I was at the place where previously only my subconscious could take me. Looking wide-eyed, drooling mentally, my next thoughts were the most lucid that I had conjured up since landing at Hooks airport.


What did I have to do now?


And so, I turned to Mary, who had become the cruise director—my own personal Julie McCoy—for my fantasy voyage backward. And, like Julie’s little Vickie, like a young grasshopper awaiting instruction from her Michigan-born sensei, I awaited the answer.


Mary turned to me with a look of compassion. “Amy,” she said with grave preciseness. “It is ten thirty a.m. Thanksgiving morning, November 23, 1978. You are about to play the role I laid out for you earlier. I will leave you here and pick you up tomorrow at five p.m. They are expecting you. You have to go now. You absolutely have no choice. You must get your suitcases and walk up that sidewalk and ring that doorbell.”


Her words were delivered with such force and gravity that I had no choice but to listen and obey. It was almost like what she said couldn’t be questioned—she had been placed in charge by an authority who could alter time.


This was going to happen, regardless of how ridiculous it was.


MARY got out of the car with relative ease while I struggled to open my door—a massive, long, steel beast positioned awkwardly close to the ground. Somehow it managed to avoid whacking the curb completely, but the bottom grazed the concrete, creating an awkward friction. I met Mary behind the car, where she unlocked the trunk, again with the key, giving me my suitcase, the work-type satchel and what looked like a version of the cosmetic case my maternal grandmother had carried. Granny had called it a train case. This version was green, vinyl, and textured to look like leather, complete with visible stitching along the sides.


“I think you have everything,” Mary said, peering into the deep cavern of the trunk and then slamming it down with a huge, hollow thud. I stood motionless, but she continued to move, turning toward the front of the car. Looking back and seeing me still standing there, she returned to where I was, with my bags on each side of me. She patted me warmly on the back, smiling broadly. “Good luck, Amy!” she said. “I’ll wait here to see that you get inside!”


“I mean …” I began awkwardly, panicking as she moved toward the driver’s side door. “How do I do this … How do I get a hold of you if I need something? Like, if I get in trouble or get sick … What will I do?”


“We won’t talk,” Mary said firmly. “You won’t need me, you’ll only need yourself—you are the only one who can do this.”


“Can I text you?” I whispered, my voice trailing off. “If I have a question, about like, my role and all that?”


“You can’t text here,” Mary said. “It won’t work. There are no mobile phones here, no personal computers, and no internet. No messaging, no emailing, and no texting. YOU are the only one who can do this and you will have questions, but, Amy …” Now it was her voice that trailed off. “You have to answer them, only you can answer them.”


Then, once again, she cocked her head, like she was going to either say something profound or ask me for a dog biscuit. “It’s less about the answers than the questions themselves. It’s time to ask the questions …”


Questions? I thought. What questions? I didn’t have any freaking questions and I didn’t need the answers to questions I didn’t want to ask, because there weren’t any. I knew what happened, in there, in that yard, in that house, in that childhood.


Yes, it was a part of me, but it was over and really, it was insignificant, it was as normal and vanilla as the very suburbia that I was standing in. It was common. Seriously, come on, I wasn’t Anne Frank, Anne of Green Gables, Anne Boleyn, Anne Hathaway or even Annie from that stupid musical I didn’t like.


Nothing to see here, folks, move along to something else that mattered, not this.


“It’s time,” Mary cut in, coming ominously behind me, putting her hand on my shoulder. “You can do this, and you must.” Eyeing her briefly as she nodded, smiling again in that disturbing yet meaningful fashion, I stood by the mailbox and stared at her, as if in a drunken stupor. I looked toward the house, back at Mary, and just stared. “You have to go now, Amy,” she said firmly. “You don’t get to decide, it’s been decided. Believe me,” she said, softening her tone ever so slightly, like she could possibly understand my dilemma. “It will be OK, I promise …”


Slowly turning toward the house, I looked up, and then after an additional look back at Mary, I started up the path to my house, or was it their house, who knew?


This is where the whole people-pleasing mentality worked against you, because if you ever go back in time you ought to at least put up some resistance, or ask some tough questions, or do something other than nod furiously and go along with the program. I had always gone along with the program, sometimes to my benefit, other times to my demise. Today it could go either way. That is, if any of this BS was even for real.


THIS IS a dream, this IS a dream, this IS a dream, I repeated in my mind over and over. Maybe if I clicked my sparkly red shoes— or vinyl Yo-Yo heels—together, I would be transported back to Ohio, or Kansas, or someplace in the future that was supposed to be the present. Half of me wanted it all to end right here, willing the wild aberration to stop before it went even a blink of an eye further. The other half wanted me to have the courage required to do this right and bravely face whatever was at the end of the sidewalk.


It was all there: the pine needle covered lawn, the tall towering pines, the holly shrubs, the flower beds lined with bricks left over from the construction, the long driveway. There is a special smell associated with a thick, lush lawn of St. Augustine grass, almost enabling you to taste its blades. It was exactly what came to mind when I read that verse from Psalms, “He makes me lie down in green pastures.” The green pastures in my soul were always a thick bed of St. Augustine grass, laying in the yard, this same front yard.


The house was atypical even for the 1970s, as many of the doors, windows and other features had been supposedly pulled from a house in New Orleans by a builder who had originally designed and constructed the house for his own family. The builder went bankrupt, the house went on the market after construction (but before wallpaper, carpet, and other optional items were chosen and installed), and my dad, always game for a bargain and an unconventional living space (or unconventional anything for that matter) convinced my mom to buy the house, finish it, and move four streets back in the same neighborhood we had lived in since 1970.


The outside appearance was a fusion of English Tudor and 1970s American Contemporary, chocolate-brown wood and white stucco. It stood a full three stories high, unusual for our neighborhood. We were always referred to as the people who lived in the three-story house. An honor really.


Reaching the place where the sidewalk ends, I placed my shaking finger on the doorbell, pressed firmly, and waited for whatever lay behind the door at 24314 Creekview, Spring, Texas, zip code 77379. Good God, this was still the 713 area code … nobody knew anything about 281 here, or 832. In my time you had to dial ten digits, here it was only seven. God, there was still long distance … what if I needed to place a collect call to my husband?


Could you even still do that, and could an operator really connect me with the future, my real life, the one where I was sexually active?





Chapter Four



HELLO FROM THE OTHER SIDE


After a few long seconds, providing me more time to realize this was all probably crap, the door began to open.


“Hello!” a middle-aged man who looked just like my dad said, thrusting his hand forward. “Happy Thanksgiving!” he continued.


I took his hand timidly and shook it, staring at I’m not sure what. “I’m Dick Weinland,” he said. “And, well, I guess we are cousins! We’re glad you could come for Thanksgiving!”


A meek “Thank you. I’m Amy Daughters,” was all I could manage to reply, almost inaudibly, trying both to look, and not look, into his bright young eyes.


The man, my dad, was dressed in an outfit I remembered, a wide-collared golf shirt. It was brown, orange, and white, with a Snoopy character wearing sunglasses on the left man breast, where a Polo horse or Lacoste alligator would otherwise be. It was snug fitting and tucked into slacks, also clingy though I shouldn’t have noticed. They, the pants, not the man parts from which my very existence had sprung forth, were secured with a brown leather belt with hand-tooled designs. Further to the south he was rocking a mock cowboy boot.


He looked so young. His skin was smooth, tan, and perfect— his hair was black and shiny, combed over with poufy, hair-sprayed care, featuring carefully groomed sideburns. If he had known who I was, his adult daughter with a C-section scar, I would have said with a well-earned hint of sarcasm, “Looking good, Dad … Looking good!” I would have also told him to please go up a size on the slacks.


Looking over my shoulder, Dad nodded and waved vigorously. I turned weakly to look back down the path—it was Mary waving, honking the horn, and slowly pulling the massive car back into the street to return to God knows where.


So there it was. She had left me here.


“Well, come on in and meet everyone!” the young Dad person said. And with those simple words, I crossed the threshold into a world that I barely remembered but was vividly and intensely familiar with. Standing on a large brown latch-hook rug with unidentifiable orange flowers—Mom had hooked that thing herself—I was overcome with a wash of emotion.


My first impression was how small it all seemed. At a swift pace I could reach the back of the house in an instant. Yes, I was sure it had shrunk. I was certain that my house (the one I never made a mortgage payment on) was bigger than the house I was standing in now. God, the two rooms I could see were shockingly modest. I had always pictured this house, and these rooms, as bigger than anything that I had lived in since. I could have only hoped to buy a home that was this palatial.


My thoughts were interrupted by the clatter of several people on the floor above us. “Someone is here!” one yelled. “Maybe it’s that cousin woman, or Grandma and Paw Paw!” another cried out. Turning to my immediate left, I looked up a half-flight of stairs that led to small landing, turned left and disappeared. In an instant, three smaller people were clamoring down, competitively vying to be the first one to reach the bottom.


“Kids!” Dad said. “This is your cousin, Mrs. Daughters, she and her family live in Centerville, Ohio! This”—he put his hand on the tallest child’s shoulder—“is our oldest daughter Kimber, she’s twelve.”


“Dad!” Kim retorted almost violently. “My name is KIM not KIMBER!”


He just smiled, not even flinching, and continued to the next, shortest child in line. “This is our son, Rick, he’s eight.” Rick, cocking his head just so, humorously gave a Fonzie-esque thumbs-up. I couldn’t be sure, but he might have winked at me.


“And this is our number two girl, Amy, she’s ten years old,” Dad continued. I watched Amy squirm and dance about, with a full-fake smile and total unbridled mirth. She couldn’t control herself. Her hands were wild, breaking not only Kim’s and Rick’s personal space barriers, but mine and Dad’s too. She was a crazed, wide-eyed freak. Oh my God, she was nuts.


Admittedly, I glanced with pleasure at this smaller version of my older sister and younger brother, infused with a warm feeling to see my friends of yore, my companions, my lifelong comrades from the past and present. Their fresh faces glowed— the excitement of the holidays shown upon their youthful countenances. I could barely formulate their adult faces, but, they were there, yes, they were there. Even in my dilapidated mental state, I could tell that this was one of the greatest single moments of my entire life. Given time to properly absorb the wave of emotion, I could have sobbed openly.


But, looking toward the young Amy was a different story completely. Putting my finger exactly on the emotions I was flooded with would be difficult, but terms such as “uncomfortable,” “hesitant,” “uneasy,” “awkward,” “difficult,” and a healthy dose of “painful” would be a good starting point. Honestly, I couldn’t look directly at her. She was so wound up and she danced around in such an out-of-control way that I didn’t know how to respond. Really, she was ruining this golden moment for me. Why couldn’t I just look at Dad, Kim, and Rick without her trying to draw all the attention to herself?


Before I had time to consider any other deep, dark feelings bubbling from the bowels of my emotional basement, Dad cried out, “There she is, just out of the kitchen … This is my wife … Sue.”


My God, it was my mother, my beautiful mom. Bursting forth from the past it was her, she who my life once revolved around, who held the keys to all things, oh Mom, oh God, holy crap, it’s you.


She was gorgeous really. Her face sparkled, almost like it had been pulled tight over her facial bones, not a wrinkle to speak of. Her hair was carefully coiffed, and she wore a stunning burnt-orange pantsuit that, though absolutely horrible, somehow worked for her. This must have been during her self-described “Elvis” period, where she likened her physical appearance to the King. Really, she looked nothing like Elvis to me. I had to remember to tell her that when I got back home. With her hand outstretched to mine she said, “Hi! I’m Sue.”
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