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For my sister, Sue





chapter one



UNTIL SHE LEFT the farm for good, I never thought much about what made me different from my sister, what set me apart from her beyond our looks, beyond her hair color (unnatural blond) and mine (unremarkable brown), her body type (tall, thin) and mine (neither). She had always been fickle where I had been firm—mean to my kind. She shone brighter than me, for sure, but sometimes painfully so, like the way the sun hurts to look at when you have a head cold.

But it wasn’t until I left the farm years later that another difference made itself clear: unlike with Beth, men had mostly been good to me; it was women who broke my heart. First our mother, then Beth.

I was almost sixteen the morning she left Lou and me for school in New York, her packing so purposeful that the whole house seemed windy with her escape. As I watched her, my slippered feet swinging off the side of her bed, I don’t remember thinking that I’d never leave myself. I hadn’t planned to stay forever in the same house, town, and country in which I was born. Do stayers do that? Do we toddle around as babies, then children, then teenagers, fingering the chipped Formica, the cat-mangled armchairs, the muggy drapes, thinking, I’m pretty sure this old house and these burnt fields are as good as it’s ever going to get for me, think I’ll stay? I didn’t do that. That’s not how it happened.

“Throw me that belt, Peach,” Beth said, half-awake, sipping coffee Lou had carried upstairs on a tray. “Dammit, I hate my clothes. I’m gonna have to steal some new outfits.”

“Go ahead. Dad says you’re old enough to go to jail now and he won’t bail you out this time.”

She gave me an arch look.

“Want these?” She excavated her roller skates from the bowels of her closet and was holding them up in her clothespinned fingers. “Can’t be bombing around campus in these. Or can I? Maybe that could be a cool way of getting around. Short shorts. Maybe a little felt cap?”

I could picture it too, Beth on the way to class roller-skating backward, wearing her Walkman.

“Nah, on second thought, they’re stinky and old. You have them,” she said, gently tossing them with the rest of her castoffs engulfing me on the bed. That’s how Beth parted with things. Even then, I was aware that in order for Beth to let go of something she had to convince herself that she had never wanted it to begin with.

“How about this?” she asked, pressing her long silver prom dress to my shoulders. It was an unsettlingly grown-up gown, a mermaid-style confection she had daringly paired with hippy-type sandals and rows of leather bracelets on her upper arms. Beth had also brought an actual grown-up to the gala, a twenty-four-year-old professional hockey player with a drinking problem and an ex-wife. “Maybe someone will ask you next year if you put down a book and put on some lipstick. And if they do, Peachy, go, okay?”

Prom night had turned into a lost weekend for Beth, during which time we received no fewer than a dozen phone calls from her date’s ex, threatening murder. As for me, I’d spend my own prom night with Lou, coaxing a wounded raccoon out from underneath the porch. We had seen it get hit by a car on the highway, had watched it quickly amble to the farmhouse, ducking under a break in the lattice. For days Lou hunkered under the house to move the flashlight across its face to see if the raccoon’s eyes reflected back at him. I would periodically place sardines on the end of my field hockey stick and wave it in front of its nose, pleading with it to take a bite, Just a bite, come on, please?

Poor thing took four days to die. We buried it in a laundry bag by the willow stump that served as the farm’s morbidly crowded animal cemetery. Maybe because of the encroaching subdivisions and widening highways, the farm became a kind of last-stop refuge for these luckless creatures, a place where the wounded could get a bit of comfort before dying. And I became, like Lou, a talented cheerleader for those who’d arrive at our doorstep on their last legs.

Beth took a dusty, unframed picture of our mother off a high shelf, its edges curled from resting slumped in a corner. In it Nell’s on a beach shielding her eyes from the sun, the other hand holding up three fingers—the number of months she was pregnant with Beth. On the back someone had scribbled “Santa Cruz ’71.” I wish I could say Beth became mournfully reflective. I would like to have remembered that moment as one infused with tender sadness over our mother’s death, one of the few things we shared. But instead Beth flung it in my direction like a Frisbee.

“Want this?”

Before I could answer, Lou struck a knuckle on her doorjamb, the dog peeking around his legs with endearing curiosity. Scoots had long given up entering Beth’s room alone. It had been off-limits to him since he was introduced to us a year earlier, when even he seemed to sense Beth’s ambivalence toward anything cute or kind. She wasn’t a cooer or a petter, so Lou’s attempt to use a puppy to keep his errant oldest closer to home had failed miserably. In fact, that’s how he got his name, from Beth kicking him away from her, saying, “Scoot, dog. Get out of here. Stop licking my feet.”

“Your ride called,” Lou said. “I’m gonna go meet them.”

At orientation a month earlier Beth had met a girl from Leamington whose parents were also sending her to school in New York to study fashion and design. They offered to bring Beth over the border with them in their big pickup truck with the passenger cab, but it meant she’d be limited to two boxes and two suitcases. The rest Lou and I would have to ship.

Beth gave them directions to the Starlite, the convenience store in the center of town. It was easy to find; the farm wasn’t. We knew how to get ourselves home, but when we had trouble guiding people over the train tracks, past the highway, over two county roads and several concessions, it was best to just send them to the store, where one of us would drive the ten minutes to fetch them. The store used to dazzle Beth. Its clean neon sign and plain white stucco exterior belied a busy inside; narrow aisles with saggy metal shelves were stuffed with loud metallic bags of junk food, sewing supplies, kitchen utensils, and cheap games and toys made in foreign countries. It was a place crowded with choices and Beth loved it. And for a long time our mother could use a trip to the Starlite to get her to behave in a hurry. But after our mother died, the toys began to look used and poor to Beth, the doll’s hair plugs apparent through the dusty plastic, their stenciled eyes and mouths misaligned and kind of menacing. Soon after, Lou’s own promises to stop at the Starlite were greeted by bored sighs and blank stares out the car window.

Lou moved sheepishly about the house looking for his keys, all of us aware that political stubbornness was the only thing preventing him from driving Beth to New York himself.

Lou hadn’t stepped foot in the United States in almost eighteen years, not since arriving on Canadian shores as a welcome draft dodger and proud coward. But Beth didn’t seem to mind that morning. I had often wondered if her love affair with America wasn’t partly fueled by the knowledge that her shabby kin couldn’t, or in my case, wouldn’t, follow her there.

“Okay, gals, be back in ten!” he yelled, the front door slamming behind him.

“I think that’s it,” Beth said, surveying the room, fists at her hips. Then she plopped down next to me on a bed piled high with her past. “Peachy, I need to tell you something, okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, shrugging my shoulders up to my ears, bracing myself against potential poignancy. It wasn’t that we weren’t close, but her adolescence had left me battle-weary. Discussions about periods, orgasms, heartbreaks, and hangovers had always been completely one-sided and uncomfortably forthcoming.

Beth took a deep breath.

“Okay. In that box,” she said, pointing to one of four we’d be shipping, “is several thousand dollars’ worth of high-grade marijuana. A kind of mix between local skunk and Holland white widow that I’ve been growing out back behind the barn all summer. It’s been properly dried and wrapped in plastic. Then I sealed the bundles in some coffee tins I’ve been hoarding. If the border police find it, you could go to jail. But I’m ninety-five percent certain that they won’t. So no worries. And I’ll take the rap. That is, if they find me. But just make sure those boxes are completely sealed, okay? And make sure you ship them after me as soon as possible, today even, because I know how you and Lou procrastinate about going into town for errands. You guys put things off. I don’t want to wait two weeks for them. I need that box, Peachy. You understand what I’m telling you, right?”

During the cruel five seconds that passed before she burst into her wicked laughter—the kind that bent her completely forward onto her hands and knees on the floor of a bedroom we’d leave exactly as she left it—I actually pictured a SWAT team pulling up our long gravel driveway, brandishing rifles.

“Holy shit, Peachy, you should have seen your face! Oh my God, you kill me you are so fucking naïve.”

I punched the side of her arm hard.

“Ow!”

“Jesus, Beth. You are such a bitch! Why do you do that to me?”

“Oh my God,” she said, panting for air and rubbing the spot where I hit her. “Because I can.”

We heard Lou’s Jeep turn into the driveway, followed by the Leamington family’s tires hitting the gravel. At a honk we sprang up and began to gather her things. Beth giggled as she loaded my shoulders with her carry-on and her knapsack. Lou appeared in the doorway with his sleeves rolled up over his downy white forearms. Beth hoisted one of the two smaller boxes she was bringing with her and pointed with a foot to the other one. Lou and I formed the not-so-reluctant caravan following her down the stairs, out the front door, across the porch, and into the cool August dawn.

Introductions were short and vague. The rich girl’s father began to ask Lou about the kind of crops growing on the acres that lushly surrounded our farmhouse. Before Lou could tell him they weren’t our crops, that much of the remaining land was leased after the outside acres had been sold to pay for Beth’s tuition, Beth swatted us back and away, far from the truck to make our private, awkward goodbye.

“Okay. So. I guess this is it,” she said, hooking an arm around Lou’s broad shoulders then mine. They were exactly the same height, both a full head taller than I. “I’ll call you when I get settled, Lou. And I’ll see you at Thanksgiving. The American one.”

“Well, my love,” Lou said, his blue eyes watered down with genuine tears. “We will miss you oh so much, you know?”

“Aw,” she said, cocking her head as though Lou had merely been her kindly landlord for seventeen years and not the man whose last name she shared, who had sold most of his property to pay for her dreams.

“I’ll miss you too, Beth. A little,” I said, still bruised by her prank. I tried hard to catch up to Lou’s emotions, to muster up at least a hint of something sad around my eyes, but I couldn’t. It’s not that I wouldn’t miss her, but in the weeks and months before her departure I was becoming curious about what life would be like on a Beth-less farm and in what direction I might grow if I ever got out from under her dense shadow. I had plans. University, and then the purchase of a car perhaps. I wanted to grow out my bangs, read in peace without Beth snatching my books and lobbing them across the room if she wanted my attention. Perhaps I’d visit Nana Beecher in Florida. Nothing dramatic. But plans nonetheless.

“Oh, you will miss me. Believe me, Peach. You just don’t know it yet,” she said.

And that was it. She was gone. I did the walk and wave, following the heavy truck backing out of the driveway, later joining Lou on the porch, where we watched the sun come all the way out, the two of us sipping coffees on Nana Beecher’s wicker chairs. It was so quiet the air felt tinged with religion. Still, we wasted no time in reminiscing, both of us laughing loud and hard at Beth’s pot prank.

“Oh, man,” Lou said, exhaling with a whistle, “you can call Beth Ann Archer a lot of things, but you can’t say she isn’t funny. That’s funny, Peach.”

“I know. I walked right into it too,” I said, shaking my head.

“Always do.”

“I know it.”

We took in some more silence.

“You need to check that box though,” Lou said, taking a sip of coffee, “before we send it.”

“Already did,” I said, leaning back to click his cup with mine. I left out the part about cutting open the box and finding a sealed envelope resting on top of a pile of sweaters, my real name, “Georgia,” printed in Beth’s neat scroll. Inside was a note.

Gotcha! I suppose I deserve it. I haven’t been all that trustworthy lately. Anyway, Miss Georgia Peach, I just wanted to tell you that I love you more than monkeys, mountains, or the moon, because I probably won’t be able to say it to you in person before I go. Be good. Or at least be gooder than me. XXOO Beth.


I placed the picture of Nell in the envelope and resealed the box. Later, Lou and I drove into town to ship them.

Over the next few years, while Beth pledged passionate allegiance to a flag he hated, Lou refurbished a silver Airstream trailer and turned it into a hair salon he parked out back near the river. While Beth made out with strapping models in crimson darkrooms, married instructors in dim hotel rooms, and one Korean lesbian on a dare, I lost my virginity to seedy Dougie Beauchamp after a high school rock concert and some beer in a parked car. While Beth financed her first trip to the couture shows in Milan by taking a summer job selling ecstasy for an overleveraged bond trader, I began studying for a glamorous career in social work, chosen because Beth always said I was a good listener, a great helper, her favorite sidekick, and, like her, I should try to make a living at whatever came naturally to me.

So I began the daily commute to the university to study the art and science of helping people help themselves. There I would learn how to negotiate the psychological landmines of longing and loathing, and to dissect how families can easily fall into the throes of violence, poverty, and addiction. It was hard work, but I often felt like I’d be embarking upon something necessary, noble even, after graduation. So I acted smug rather than jealous when Beth called to say she had landed a high-paying job dressing vapid celebrities for national television. Sure, I would have liked to have gone to Rome or Paris on a press junket, and I wouldn’t have said no to meeting a movie star or eating a five-hundred-dollar meal. But I comforted myself with the knowledge that it was more important to help people be good than look good. Unlike several of my classmates, I actually read my expensive textbooks cover to cover, highlighting the parts I would later memorize, making it a priority to put a dent in the suggested readings list between the extra courses taken in an attempt to graduate a little earlier. Because Lou was right—managing the lives of the less fortunate felt like a thing I was born to do. I saw my name, Georgia Archer, before it was caboosed by Laliberté, with a B.S.W. on the end, followed perhaps by an M.S.W., and still later a Ph.D., because you never know. And I wanted it—really meant it—all the way up to the day I quit school, six credits shy of my degree, and a few months after the nicest guy in town knocked me up and married me at twenty.








chapter two



IONCE READ THAT prime hours for break-ins were between four and six in the morning, when occupants, if they were home, would be too deeply asleep to notice any commotion. But the boys were five and eight now, so it had been years since I’d been up before daybreak, years since I’d breast-fed my sons while watching the sun come up over the Rosarios’ farm across the way.

But now the morning sky was becoming so bright it hurt my eyes to look up, partly because I was slightly hungover for the first time in months, partly because tears were pooling in the corners of my eyes, which was partly due to the smoke from my first cigarette in eight years. But mostly it was due to the crying. Still, you could tell that it was going to be a beautiful day. Made me less afraid to leave.

We had arrived at the park a couple of hours earlier, I’d say about four-thirty in the morning. I had thrown the car blanket over Jake, who fell easily back to sleep in the grass. Sam had stayed up with me for a while, slightly confused and beyond exhausted. Then he too dropped at my feet at the foot of the slide. I watched him get hit by his invisible lightning. You could tell the difference between sleep and a seizure by the way his feet would whip back and forth like tiny windshield wipers gone awry. I’d grown so blithe about his epilepsy by then, I actually petted his hair with my toes while he seized.

The dawn finally stirred Jake awake. He jumped up to tug on my pajamas like a teething lion cub.

“Mom, we have to go home now,” he said, knuckling the sleep from his eyes.

Why wouldn’t joggers stare? I’d gape too if I saw me sitting in the dark on the edge of the slide, looking as battered as a blow-up doll with a slow leak. I had a wad of balled-up Kleenex shoved in a nostril to stop the blood, and one hand down my eight-year-old’s pants patting around his little penis to see if he’d wet himself again. Jake began circling me in an orbital blur of impatience and confusion. It occurred to me that it was the first time he’d ever seen me smoke.

“Nasty sagrits!” he said, expelling big fake coughs.

“That’s right, baby, cigarettes are nasty,” I said, blowing the smoke skyward, watching Sam start to stir in the grass.

“I wanna go home!” Jake yelped. “Why do we gotta not go home.”

Watching his adorable anger, I suddenly wished I’d had a camera. If not for Beth, who flew in from New York six times a year to get her hair expertly touched up by Lou and to take me out on the town, I’d probably have no pictures of my boys. At the end of every visit, she’d pose us on the porch of the house in which she also grew up, sometimes on the wooden swing, sometimes on the paint-peeled stairs, sometimes by the mailbox, BEECHER scratched out and replaced by ARCHER, which was scratched out and replaced by CHEZ LOU which had been professionally stenciled beneath LALIBERTÉ FARMS, the name I took when I married Beau.

Whenever the farmhouse felt like it would collapse under the weight of another new repair or addition, or another argument over how to pay for it, Beau would threaten to move us into town, into one of these bland model homes, on an even blander street. When he entertained these tangents, I’d feign deafness. Though nothing farmy remained about the farm, with 325 acres long sold to put Beth through college, another 80 leased to the bachelor brothers’ organic tomato concern, which now paid for Sam’s treatments in Detroit, I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. I never thought much about how a town becomes a city, but I suppose it had something to do with the evolution of our farm, how its outer acres were quickly sprouting subdivisions, its breeding inhabitants flourishing on the fringes of our remaining 20.

“For godsakes, smile, Peachy,” Beth would yell over the top of an impossibly small digital contraption, which no doubt cost more than Beau made as a mechanic in a week. “Be hap-hap-happy like me!”

But there’d be no commemorating this visit. Hours earlier, I had walked in on my husband Beau having sex with Beth from behind, the default position, I suppose, of people who can’t bear to look each other in the eye. Beth screamed, “Peachy!” And for the first time since our Roman Catholic wedding, my entrance inspired Beau and me to invoke the name of our Lord Jesus Christ in unison.

“Alrighty then,” I gently added, closing the door to the walk-in pantry. It killed me that even at the apex of my family’s apocalypse I was still polite. How I had willed my legs back upstairs to wake the boys in the middle of the night, I’ll never know. But I was grateful that I had Beth’s rented convertible as the draw.

“Sam, get up. We’re going for a drive in Auntie Beth’s fancy car. Get your brother.”

“What time is it?” he said, still surrounded by darkness.

“Time to go.”

Beth had promised them a ride that morning, not necessarily at four in the morning, but the hour didn’t dampen their enthusiasm. Sam ran downstairs bypassing the kitchen where his aunt and dad were now yelling at each other and furiously dressing. Jake trailed behind him. I grabbed my housecoat from the downstairs bathroom and calmly joined the boys in the carport where Sam was acting like a game-show model highlighting the convertible’s features.

“Is Dad coming?”

“Not anymore, Sam.”

I noticed the keys had been left in the ignition. Beth not only didn’t want children, I thought, she wanted mine dead. An exaggeration, sure, but when people asked her if she wanted kids, her standard reply was that she was too selfish to be a mother. She’d sometimes glance toward me for a contradiction I never offered. Instead, I’d nod away as she’d explain how much travel is involved with her work, how being the host of a popular style show meant being away from home at least a third of the year. She came up with the idea for Clothing for Cavemen while working as a stylist at MTV, a job that seemed to involve a lot of sex and shopping. But after she’d told a famous country singer that his hat made him look like an ass, an executive who fell in love with her frank manner put her on TV. Thus Cavemen was born, a show that involved bossy Beth telling hick boys and blue-collar men how to dress like rock stars, for success—or just plain sex—a skill she had honed as a teen in our small town.

“Sam, you buckle your brother in, okay?”

He yanked the strap across Jake’s hip bones.

“Mum. I have to pee bad,” Jake said.

“That’s okay, sweetheart,” I said, throwing Beth’s rental into hard reverse. The tires spit a very specific hailstorm of gravel at the back of Beau’s Jeep. “You can pee in the car.”

 

OF ALL THE idiot things to wake me. It wasn’t the sound of Beau and Beth wrestling in the pantry. It was forgotten meat. I had made a mental note to pick up steaks on our way back from the hospital. But my mental notes seemed to be written on blackboards left in the rain. I wasn’t new to the twin jobs of stay-at-home mom and full-time housewife, but I had always been lousy at them. I wasn’t a rememberer, a darner, a scrimper, a time saver, a coupon cutter (my sister-in-law, Lucy, kept a little file folio. She alphabetized the damn things!). I didn’t clean as I cooked. I watched too much TV, listened to the radio too heartily, pacing back and forth between the rooms in which they were left blaring: kitchen, living room, kitchen, living room, I paced, trying not to smoke, even though I had quit on our honeymoon eight years earlier, not for Beau, but for Sam who was five months old in my belly and already starting to swing from my bottom ribs. And even though I had the time, I didn’t volunteer to bring complicated platters to potlucks, smug upon my arrival. I was not the woman who said to the marvelers, Oh, it was really nothing, when, in fact, I had given it everything I had. Nothing I’d ever done turned out exactly the way it looked like in the picture. Not my dinners, not my house, not my marriage, not my education, not even the boys.

We had stopped at the Starlite Variety, now open twenty-four hours to compete with the 7-Eleven and the all-night grocery. I poured myself some stale coffee, bought licorice for the boys and an extra box of Kleenex for me. Sam was still out cold under the decrepit slide, the same one Beth and I played on as children. A lurid smear of my blood started at his wrists and petered out at the tip of his thumb. I felt inside his pants again. Still dry, thank God. I’d grown immune to the mute stares a person would naturally attract when openly molesting a passed-out eight-year-old in a public park. I continued to ignore the morning joggers and dog walkers while I lit another cigarette. This used to be a small town. We used to know everyone. Then came the subdivisions and the monster homes and all these well-dressed strangers with their silver minivans and their skateboarding kids who never played in rivers or built forts like we did when we were kids. Instead, they hung out in menacing clusters in town, outside the doughnut shop or the diner, wherever they sold things kids could afford to buy.

Usually, I’d usher Sam home so he could seize in familiar surroundings. Peeing his pants was a constant concern with his condition, and now that he was noticing girls, the potential for permanent mortification was becoming difficult to stave off. After his diagnosis, we were given pamphlets on antiseizure medications and an awful helmet, a horrible boxer-looking contraption that made our already odd boy look like an insulated freak. Since he rarely wore the helmet, I added full-time head catcher to my résumé. We were also given pep talks by teachers and neighbors about what an “old soul” Sam was and how his so-called wisdom, his seeming maturity, would pull him through. But I knew Sam’s soul was the same age as his body; that he still believed his parents were omnipotent and that bogeymen lived under the bed. He could occupy himself with a stick and some dirt for longer than it takes me to finish with the soaps. He was so supportive of Jake’s imaginary friends you’d think he saw them himself. He was no more an old soul than I was. Yes, he was the quieter of our two boys, but if told a time bomb was embedded in your brain, you’d keep activity to a minimum too. It didn’t mean he was thinking deeper thoughts than the other kids. In fact, quite the opposite. When asked, “What are you thinking, buddy?” during one of those faraway looks, he’d more likely have said chocolate cake or kittens than anything rueful, shocking, or sad.

After our mother died, people used to whisper these things about Beth and me. They granted us the same lofty wisdoms cultivated by adults transformed by the terrific blows of random tragedy. (“The girls are strong. They’ll survive this. They have old souls.”) But it was Lou who had deepened and aged; Lou’s hair turned white in one year. And now Sam’s condition was something we experienced, we witnessed, we feared, not Sam.

While Sam stirred in the grass, I tried to engage Jake.

“Would you look at that sunrise. Beautiful, isn’t it, Jake?”

“I hate the sun.”

“Me too.”

Sam opened and shut his hands, studying the blood on his fist, my blood.

“Welcome back, buddy,” I said. Convertibles had always infuriated me, how they commit such cheery violence on a driver’s head. The ride had spun his hair into a cotton candy Afro. It reminded me of the way home perms used to make Beth and me look like masculine soccer moms until our hair would finally relax. My dad loved the chemical precision of administering perms, so we had had a lot of them as kids. Beth still flew home for the odd touch-up at Salon Chez Lou, because it cost the same, if not less, she said, to fly home on points and to rent a car at the airport, than for her to get her streaks done at a top Manhattan salon. Also Lou took his time, booking the entire day to do his daughter’s head.

Chez Lou was parked behind the farmhouse along the river, the silver tube topped by an enormous upside-down sombrero of a satellite dish, the only truly “Ugly American” thing left about a man born in East Texas who still retained a slanty Southern accent even after almost three decades in Canada. Beau and I never intended to shove my father out of the house my mother had been born in, the one Lou fixed and adored. There was plenty of room, and I would have been happy with us all under one roof. But Lou said he had always wanted to drop anchor closer to water, that he had always dreamed of living in a Airstream. He had driven a truck for almost ten years, which had happily prepared him for living in the miniature.

I pulled the wadded Kleenex out of my nose.

“Did I hit you?” Sam asked.

“You did, bud. You socked me clear in the schnozzola. We didn’t see it coming.”

“Jeez,” he muttered into his lap. I could tell he was thinking that if he could almost break his mother’s nose at eight, eventually he might kill me as his condition overtook a growing body.

Jake pointed in the general direction of our house out on the highway and stomped a foot, a stunt he picked up from Sam.

“Why do we gotta not go home?” he whined. “It’s forty-five thousand o’clock. I wanna see Auntie Beth before you guys go to New York. And I want to see Grandpa too, and Dad.”

“We can’t right now, Jake. I’m mad at your daddy,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because.”

“Because why?”

“Because he did something stupid, that’s why.”

“Well, tell him to stop it,” Sam said, picking grass off his T-shirt.

“Too late.”

“Then tell him to say sorry for it,” said Jake.

“Too late, too.”

“Are you going to get a divorce? Annalisa’s parents are,” Sam said, perking up. We all knew that, and though I was sad for the Morrows, more so for their three kids, without their epic arguments, to whom would the rest of the town’s couples compare themselves? When things between Beau and me would get a little sour, I too thought, At least we are not like the Sorrowful Morrows, at least we don’t make a public display, at least Beau’s not drunk at the tavern like Scott, at least I didn’t put on sixty pounds after the kids like Jean did, so no wonder Scott messes around with Trina Leblanc, because Jean had just let herself go. I said these things, out loud, to other assholes in town, and now perhaps I was paying for it.

“We’re not getting a divorce,” I said. “I just need a time-out from Daddy.”

“Are you going to get another husband? Annalisa’s mom said she’s going to,” Sam said.

“How’s your head feel?”

“Okay.”

“What’s going on in your ears.”

“A little ringy.”

“Lemme feel your fingers.”

He handed me his hands. They were cold.

 

AFTER THE DIAGNOSIS, the last remaining plans for Beau to finish renovating the farmhouse, or for me to finish my degree, or for the both of us to do any of the things young couples were supposed to do when their kids were old enough to be left with relatives, were completely scrapped. Life was all Sam: Sam’s symptoms before a spell; Sam’s diet and whether what I fed him had a positive or negative effect; Sam’s sleep patterns; Sam’s stools. I’d pull him to me, almost ardently, in order to smell his skin. Metallic? Putty? Grassy? Fishy? It was hard to think of anything but his ceaseless metabolism; how often he peed and pooed, the color and consistency of both, his stomach size, weight, height, his bruises and how long they took to heal; how dirty he was, or how smelly were his feet.

Jake, however, I began to handle as though he was formed from rubber, shoving him down into tubs, unraveling his limbs from bikes, wrapping forks around his filthy fists, lifting, dragging, and dropping him, tugging his shirt over his nose too hard, tying his shoes too tight, all the while watching Sam walk, saunter, canter, run, scanning his movements for flaws, for tilts, for clues to impending spells, clearing his path before certain accidents. Admittedly, around the time Sam started to faint and seize with daily ferocity, the part of my brain that had previously stored Big Plans for the Future, was suddenly flooded by relentless thoughts of adultery—just thoughts. Though it was miraculous how just thinking about sex with another man could take my mind off the tests and CAT scans doctors administered to Sam after they told us his epilepsy would get worse before he was old enough for an operation that might make him better.

“That’s so fucked,” Beau aptly responded, grabbing Dr. Best’s chart as though what was written there might make better sense than what he was saying. “So like my kid might get worse before we can have an operation to make him better?”

“Or he might not get worse,” said Dr. Best. “Or timing could be perfect. The condition could worsen just as he needs the operation. Then again, there’s no guarantee of the efficacy of the operation.”

“Fuck,” said Beau.

All the while I’d be imagining that Dr. Best, homely, brown-toothed, British Dr. Best, was falling madly in love with me. Beau would ask if he could use the bathroom, and in his absence, Dr. Best would clench his fist and quietly hammer at his desk, whispering, “Dammit, Peachy, why don’t you leave him and come live with me. I’ll take care of you and the boys. You can all live in my mansion on the lake with that ridiculous heated garage. You can go back to school if you want to. I’ll pay for everything. Beau doesn’t need you, but by God, Peachy, I do. And so do all those sorry people who are dying for you to keep a file on them, to tell them how to live their lives. To be better people. Don’t you see?”

I, of course, would say no, I couldn’t leave Beau. I could never break the boys’ hearts like that, especially Sam’s. He was devoted to his father. My imaginary career would have to wait. Besides, leaving could worsen Sam’s symptoms, I’d say. And there’s more to marriage than sex and intimacy. It didn’t help that quality time with my husband was usually spent at the brain clinic where we would watch a nurse finagle the demonstration dummy so roughly it seemed almost sexual. Then my body began to reject Beau, maybe because he constituted half of whatever formed our damaged little boy and my womb was having none of him. Around that time I had become afraid of relaxing, of unraveling nerves fully stiffened with hypervigilance.

My adulterous thoughts had started out common: soap operas would fuel them, then I’d masturbate in the bathtub. But because Dr. Best was about the only man I saw on a regular basis who was roughly my age, I began conjuring a fantasy lover, someone who would surprise me on a rambling walk through the brush, like a kinder type of rapist might. I’d imagine myself strolling alone (alone being the most impossible part), and this lover would leap out and grab me. Take me far away from our rueful home. Pin me down hard to the ground. I would fight at first. And then I wouldn’t. That’s it. That was the extent of my fantasies. Maybe we’d make weepy eye contact. He might gently unbuckle his belt; take off his pants. Fold his pants. Dammit, fold my pants. I’d watch myself lying still beneath him like that marble-eyed demonstration dummy as he desperately worked to revive me, to fuck me fully alive again. These fantasies seemed stupid, but they were important. An imaginary lover gave me the sense of being beautifully unworthy of my family, even just for a moment. It became a way of breaking free from the people I loved so desperately that leaving them in my mind was my only respite from this exhausting vigilance.

I had no one in mind. No face. No body type. But the fantasy had the effect of an aspirin swallowed at exactly the right time, just before the headache took hold. Beau could sense something rancid brewing in the dark corners of my mind. It made him open and close drawers, check and recheck phone messages, wash and brush extra hard.

The only person I had told about my adulterous fantasies was Beth. In fact, though I stopped sleeping with my husband and started treating my father like a sitter, and herding the boys like sheep, Beth I began to need more than ever. Our biweekly phone conversations provided a kind of tonic of distraction and drama. It was satisfying to talk to someone who seemed to have chosen her own life out of some mysterious catalogue stored on a high shelf that had always been out of my reach: I’ll take that career, this city, those shoes, these dates, that past and this future.

“Got anyone in mind?” she asked. “Has anything happened? Is that what you’re saying?”

“No. Haven’t gotten that far.”

This was a tricky prospect in a place like Belle River. Beau and I knew everyone. Plus, I had married the only person in town I had ever really wanted to have sex with. So far. I told her I was waiting until summer to find a hot little tourist. Or maybe some hipster-type punk they hired at the marina. Someone kind of just passing through.

“And you think this will help?”

“No, Beth. I am really hoping it will hurt.”

“I think I’m a little bombed right now,” Beth said, acting surprised, like, Hey, how did this happen? But I knew it was a preemptive move in case she couldn’t recall bits of our conversation the next time we spoke. I had mentioned her drinking to Lou, told him that I was worried about its frequency, but he always shrugged it off, saying, “If she has a problem, it’s not like she doesn’t know where to go.”

“Oh yeah? What’d you do tonight? Did you go out? Tell me, tell me,” I asked, yawning. It was 9 P.M.

“Nothing yet,” she said. “I’m going to Jeb and Nadia’s for dinner. Kate came over for a while.”

Jeb was one of Beth’s oldest friends. She met him when she worked at MTV, before she started her own production company and stole Jeb as her director. The way Beth had described Jeb always made him seem a little gay to me, the way they’d shop, and trade scintillating gossip about singers and stars they’d known and dressed. But then a few years ago, Beth spoke at Jeb’s wedding to a woman named Nadia.

“Hey, Beth. Tell me something. How many guys have you slept with?”

“Is that why you called? To lecture me?”

“No. Seriously. I’m just wondering.”

I had always gathered distracting information from Beth the way little birds tugged shiny string out of bushes, her confessions padding my anxious nest.

“What do you mean, ‘slept with’? ‘Slept’ as in sleep with, or ‘slept with’ as in fucked? There is a difference,” Beth said, drawing on a cigarette. I could hear her wine bottle clacking against a glass. “Why do you suddenly want to know the exact number?”

“I don’t know. I lost track.”

“Maybe so did I.”

I slid open the back door and quietly shut it behind me. I was careful to bunch my nightgown between my legs before crouching on the cool stairs, because God forbid should anyone see my underwear. Who did I think was watching me? Waiting to get a peek? Raccoons?

“I’ve only slept with two guys, Dougie and Beau. I don’t think that’s right, Beth. I wish I could do something about it, but who’d want me? Two kids and I got tits that point down now like a Snoopy’s nose.”

“Plenty. Beau still does. And why are you talking this shit? How’re things?”

“They’re okay, you know. Nothing big. Just…being married…and now with Sam…”

I admitted to Beth that it had been almost two months since we had had sex.

“Jee-zuzz,” she said. “I’m getting you a hooker next time I’m home.”

Suddenly, probably to make her bored married sister jealous, and for reasons that had more to do with accuracy than Beth would really admit, she let the number “fifty” fall out of her mouth.

“D’you just say fifty?”

“Yeah.”

“Bloody hell, Beth! You slept with fifty?”

“No. I’m kidding. I was kidding.”

“Ahh, I heard you.”

“Ahh, it was a joke. Anyway, why are you whispering?”

“Because, Beth Ann Archer, my youngest son is just learning how to count past forty and maybe I don’t want him to use Auntie Bethy’s sex life as practice.”

“Fuck you.”

“—and how many fingers does Jakey have? Ten! And how many toes does Jakey have? Ten! And how many men has Auntie Beth slept with? FIFTY! Eww, Beth, is that not kind of skanky?”

Lawyerly, slowly, Beth explained that actually it was not skanky. It was normal for New York. Then, sounding too defensive, she added, “And don’t forget, Georgia Peach, I am thirty. And I have been having sex for almost fifteen years, so if I had slept with about fifty men, that would really only be about three a year.”

“Guess when you put it that way.”

“Not that I’d ever tell Marcus.”

“No. Not a good idea. Hey, Beth. Are we going to meet this one?”

“Maybe. Maybe,” she said, sounding more doubtful than she had a month earlier. “But listen, I gotta go. Marcus is supposed to call when he lands in Phoenix.”

“Okay.”

“Okay. So I’ll call you later this week, okay?” she said.

“Okay! Good night, you cheap, filthy whore.”

She laughed a hollow little laugh and hung up. I instantly regretted the jokey taunt. Something was changing in Beth. Where she should be happy now that she had met someone special-sounding and clearly smitten, she acted doomed and moody, like her spirit had begun down-gearing in anticipation of a rapid descent.

 

BETH HAD BEEN dating a new man, Marcus Edward Street, for close to seven months. Right away he sounded like a completely different species than any of Beth’s other significant boyfriends, a category that included any man who had ever made her cry. There was the don’t-ask-don’t-tell deal she had with this married guy, Terry, a boat maker from Jersey City, and father of four by three wives. I told her he’d never leave the third wife, and when Beth pressed the point, he naturally fled. Then there was the one-year fight-fest with John-O the comedy writer, a man who seemed addicted to the adrenaline of a good argument. But in the last few years, her time off the market grew increasingly shorter. A mere six months with Kevin the junkie journalist, a textbook codependent relationship, diagnosed straight from one of my old textbooks, in fact. That was followed by four months with a video-game designer called the Other Kevin, his nickname later changed to ADD Kevin, because he couldn’t commit to a TV channel, let alone a woman. But ever since she’d begun dating Marcus, her calls home had dropped off dramatically. I was the one who initiated contact, an issue Beau brought up when it came time for him to pay the bill. Not that he minded playing the role of breadwinner, but it was just a role. The mortgage on the farm had long been paid for, and the land-lease arrangement with the bachelor brothers not only covered the taxes, but also generated a tidy income in my name. Surely no broken home or recent refugee needed me more than my own son, I’d say, to anyone wondering why I still wandered the farm while the boys were at school. And because I believed I was needed at home, Beau and Lou believed it too. But no matter how I couched my excuse, Beth wasn’t buying any of it.

“You stay at home because you’re afraid of a lot more than Sam splitting open his skull, and you know it”…and I was talking to Marcus about this and he said he’d break up with me if I wasn’t passionate about my career. He said one of the things he likes most about me is that I’m a successful entrepreneur…I’m not trying to brag, Peach…but I think you’re too smart to sit on the porch all day wearing sundresses and hosing off your kids and blah blah blah…and you can’t run around holding a net under Sam all your life…and it’s not like I’m planning the wedding or anything like that…but Marcus is so funny, so smart, so sexy…and Marcus says the situation in Afghanistan is a fricken joke and that we should be bombing the Saudis instead…and Marcus was saying, just the other day, that the real estate bubble isn’t a bubble, but something that’s here to stay, and did I ever tell you Marcus only has one nipple because the other one got torn off in a bass fishing incident when he was around seven…? Did I? Oh, I did. Oh well, he still has the scar…

At first it didn’t bother me that Beth insinuated Marcus into every discussion, because I figured it wouldn’t last past three months. And I’ll admit I was jealous when she sent me his picture (sun-gingered hair!), more so when she told me how much money he made, how good he was in bed, and that he was an avid ass man—though for the life of me I couldn’t imagine how he’d managed to locate one on Beth. Still, she always seemed one temper tantrum shy of losing him.

But then this Marcus fellow did the oddest thing. He kept sticking around, even after Beth had to have an ovary removed, further hobbling her chances of having the babies she had never really longed for anyway. He stayed, even after she confessed she’d put unnecessary Botox injections on her already extended credit card, and that she had never, would never, cook a chicken, pork loin, or pot roast, in her life. He kept her fish when she went away on extended trips, and then just held onto them under the assumption that when they lived together it would just continue to be his job to tend to the tank. When he sent her flowers on her thirtieth birthday, ensuring there were no carnations, and later told her he actually thought she was too skinny, which, indeed, she was, I began to worry. I began to imagine Beth as the happy wife of a wealthy lawyer, managing a busy social calendar, a woman who’d begin to screen my calls, because why would she want to talk to me, her uneducated, put-upon sister, living in Nowheresville, heading toward Sadland, accompanied by an aging hippy of a dad, two sweaty boys, one getting sicker, an old smelly dog, all trailed by the nicest guy in town? I began to imagine all of her past boyfriends knotted at the bottom of a faraway lake, like a pile of rusty bikes, me eventually joining them.
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