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RULE #1: Shower after emptying the trash.

ONCE I was a professional princess. At age four, I was chosen, out of a very competitive field, to represent my preschool in the Palmetto Avenue Neighborhood Association Parade as Princess Moonglow. At seven, I was both Fairyland Angel and Sassy Star, while fulfilling all my elementary school duties and also my required household chores. I was twice crowned the Vegetable Princess, or at least the princess of a few green growing things, like cabbages. I was Miss Teen Broward County at the tender age of fourteen. At fifteen, I stood in a white cowboy hat in front of a car dealership, in wind that whipped the colorful pennants around and nearly tore the petals off the roses I was holding, and tried to pretend I wasn’t wearing a bikini and five-inch heels in front of a bunch of grown men. I smiled. My mother, Gloria, ducked into the driver’s seat of the red Mustang convertible I had just won for her, showing her legs as she did so, diverting some of the male attention her way. A salesman patted my ass as she was adjusting the bucket seat. That day I was Freddy’s Ford Cowgirl. But then I threw in my sash.

Now I’m thirty-four, and I have just become Employee of the Month: August at Teddy’s World. I guess I still have a thing for titles, in spite of my official retirement. I’ve made Employee of the Month in every job I’ve had. That’s a lot of jobs. We’re talking double digits here. Fourteen, to be exact. Start with your left thumb and go down to your pinkie; then your right thumb to right pinkie; back to your left thumb, forefinger, middle finger.

Stop at what is known as the ring finger.

Right now Gloria is trying to reach me on my cell phone. I’m not supposed to have my phone on while I’m at work, but someone might call me—someone besides my mother—and I want to be there if that someone needs to talk to me, if he needs to tell me that he misses me and wants to come home. So there the phone sits, vibrating crazily on the counter of Teddy’s World, behind a pile of Poker Babies. Poker Babies is a book with photographs of babies who look like they are playing cards, with thought bubbles above their heads saying things like “Deuces wild” and “I’m calling your bluff.” It’s stupid and precious, two qualities that have made it a steady seller in baby stores across the country. Here in Long Beach, it’s doing really well.

My phone has stopped vibrating; Gloria’s name has disappeared from the display. She’d probably be happy to see I’ve made Employee of the Month at Teddy’s World. I have to admit it gives me a little charge when customers glance up at the color head shot Tim took earlier in the summer. This was before he took leave of our marriage, which immediately drove me into a high-end salon in Belmont Shore for a savage haircut by someone named Linda, who was not, despite her name, very pretty. Average looks, extreme poise, zero personality. And definitely no talent with the scissors. Linda’s talents, whatever they were, were not on display. “Can’t you make it a bit less poofy on top?” I asked her, and she said, haughtily, “Then it will have no shape at all,” and continued to hack away. When she was done, the hair I could once sit on lay all around me like a bunch of straw, and I wanted to lie down in it like a sick horse.

So all in all, considering recent events, I really needed to make Employee of the Month, a bright spot in a bleak stretch. Never mind that there are only two of us. A couple of weeks ago I suggested to Marlene, my boss, that having an Employee of the Month would make her look like a caring businesswoman, someone who appreciated her workers, so she said okay. She said I could be first, since I’ve been here longer than the other girl.

Usually, by the time my winning smile appears inside a frame on the wall, I am on my way out. I’m gone before the glass gets dusty. But I like Teddy’s World. I’ve been here since May, among the jungle mobiles and snap-on pajamas, under the miniature model train that endlessly circles the store on its tiny tracks, the plastic engineer touching his cap in greeting, the smiling plastic children strapped in and waving. When Marlene hired me, I thought, What could be better than baby clothes, fresh from the manufacturer, the babies themselves safely quarantined in BabyBjörn carriers or in strollers, or, safer still, in the wombs of their soon-to-be-mothers? Plus, these mothers are easy marks, and I get commission on the larger items.

I smile at a pregnant woman looking over the cribs in the back. I leave my post at the counter and lead her down the rows. I can tell that when I’m done with her, she is practically going to buy the store. She looks about five months gone, maybe six. I’m pretty good at guessing by now.

“Marvelous!” she says, when I show her how to click the rails up and down on a maple hardwood drop-side crib.

“Adjustable-height metal springs,” I tell her. “And it can be used as a bed when the baby’s older.” I load her up with the drop-side crib, the matching armoire with removable shelves and bar, and the marvelous nursing station—a gliding rocker with matching ottoman, five fabric patterns to choose from. She’s torn between Angel Blue and Delicate Flower. While she’s debating, I stroll over to a grandmother and help her pick out bonnets and booties, a lacy christening jacket, two teething rings, and a plastic cow that plays Mozart. I ring up Grandma and then write up the order for the nursing station; we don’t keep those in stock.

“So, Delicate Flower it is,” I say. “Excellent choice.”

“It feels kind of silly,” the woman says doubtfully. “I mean, I can just sit on the couch and nurse, right?”

“Motherhood is tiring,” I tell her. “You should pamper yourself.”

“This is my first,” she says. “Do you have children of your own?”

“Not yet,” I say, feigning a regret bordering on bereavement. “One of these days.”

“I’m so excited,” she says, pulling out a Platinum Visa. “I just can’t wait. We’re going to have three. I’m going to breast-feed them all, of course. Children need their mother, right from the beginning.”

She looks around Teddy’s World, like she’s already planning what to buy for the next two. She doesn’t even notice I’m Employee of the Month; she’s too busy being Expectant Mother of the Century. She looks about thirty, fresh-faced and happy. Right now she is free and unencumbered. Soon she will have an infant fastened to her breast like a polyp, clutching fiercely at her expensive blouse. She will be held prisoner by a screaming baby, standing on its rubber mattress and rattling its crib bars. By the time she is done having her family, birthing and coping with three children, she will look like a hag. The fabric of the nursing station will be faded and worn. She will just shove a bottle of formula in the last baby’s hands and stick it in its crib, and she will glide back and forth in the nursing station rocker, longing to end it all.

“That’s fifteen hundred and twenty-nine dollars,” I say, taking her card.

A heavyset woman comes in, pushing a twin stroller. I don’t know if these babies are twins or not. The babies all look alike to me, blobs of clay with glittering eyes and little smashed-in noses and wet lips.

I lean over them and breathe in their gauzy, milky smell. “So beautiful,” I say. I kneel down and wave a clown rattle at the twins. I look up at the mother with tears in my eyes. I can do tears on a dime. Not really tears, just a moistening of my eyes that makes it look like I’m on the verge, like I’m overcome with emotion. Judges used to fall for it all the time.

“You are doubly blessed,” I say.

“Yes, I am,” she says. She thinks I mean it, and I can tell she’s actually happy to have the two of them, and for a minute I’m jealous.

Then I notice it, under the new baby smell: something rancid, something I don’t want to get too close to.

When the mother leaves, I notice the stroller wheels. They roll across the pale blue-and-pink swirls of the store’s carpet, and I see the tracks, thin, sinuous parallel lines between the rack of overalls and the shelves of stuffed animals, lines that snake back and forth and cross each other until the colors of the carpet are barely visible. And, I mean, I just knelt down on that carpet. In shorts. Which means I’ve gotten it on my skin—the oil and dirt from the streets, the smashed gray gum and spit and crud from the sidewalk.

Teddy’s World is starting to get contaminated.

Contamination is why I had to leave my managerial position at Liquor Barn, why I did not last at Real You Salon or Dr. Woo’s pediatric dental practice. I didn’t make it as a telefundraiser for Save the Earth, or as auto parts inventory control clerk for Nissan. I washed my hands, over and over, but they would not come clean. Each time I quit, I removed my name in block capitals and my smiling head shot from the wall, and I walked out and threw them in the nearest trash can.

I don’t want this to happen at Teddy’s World. I need Teddy’s World right now.

I’m supposed to be on Zoloft, but I’ve kind of stopped taking it regularly. My therapist, Sharon, told me it was important not to stop my medication, or our work together, just because Tim left. Stay with it, she said. Do your homework. Practice the Calming Breath. Break a rule.

The Calming Breath is simple. You breathe in and count to three, and then let out the breath as slowly as you can while trying to relax. The trouble with this is that I only seem to be able to do it when I’m already sort of relaxed.

Which I am not, at the moment.

The rules are posted at home, on the refrigerator, with a Teddy’s World magnet. They are also posted in the laundry room and taped inside the bathroom cabinet. This is—I mean, was—for Tim’s benefit, not mine. I know them by heart, since I made them up. There are currently thirty-seven items on the list. There used to be eighty, before I started with Sharon. I was down to twenty-four when Tim left. After that it seemed necessary to add a few again.

Without rules, all is chaos and darkness.

“Excuse me,” a girl says, and I look up from the crazy lines, suddenly realizing that she’s been standing there for at least a minute without saying anything.

“Do you have any music boxes?” she says.

She looks like she’s in high school. High school kids these days dress like toddlers. She’s wearing a teeny white ribbed top with a Hello Kitty on it. Her glossy dark hair is done up in pigtails; her skin is dewy as a baby’s. Below the shirt, her bare stomach is a soccer ball, the belly button popped out. If I were still at Liquor Barn and she came in for cigarettes I’d definitely card her. If she walked into Liquor Barn, I’d be watching her to see if she tried to take anything. She has that look.

“Music boxes. No. We have jack-in-the-boxes. We have toys that play music. We have teddy bears and pigs and dolls you can wind up and listen to, but we don’t carry music boxes.”

“Oh,” she says, a little, disconsolate “oh.” Like she’d really expected to find a music box, like she needs it right now.

I look past her at the lines on the carpet, pulsing and glowing. I blink, trying to make them go away.

“Are you sure?” she says. “Miss McBride? You look different,” she says.

She’s looking at my picture behind the counter. Of course I look different; the woman in the picture has long hair. She is married. McBride is my married name, and I never liked it. It was too much like McDonald’s. McJob. McMarriage, McBride. Still, it was better than Rose. I was born Diana Rosen, but one day Gloria changed it. She got the idea that Rose would be a better pageant name, so she dragged us right down to the county clerk. Gloria is half Jewish, on her father’s side, but from that day on we were Presbyterian, which she explained was a more refined and forward-looking religion. We never actually went to church or anything.

“Please just call me Diana,” I say.

The girl crosses her arms. Her nails are short and painted a grape color, and the polish is chipped, and I can tell she doesn’t even care.

No wedding ring, I notice.

“Do you have anything that plays—” She “dah-dah-dahs” a tune, Beethoven’s “Für Elise.”

“That’s a popular one. We have a few things that play it.”

I lead her over to a shelf of stuffed animals. “These are the musical ones.” I know I’m walking over the lines on the carpet, but I try to tell myself it doesn’t matter. I walk on the streets every day, so what’s the difference?

She cranks up a teddy in overalls. We have all kinds of teddies—pink teddies in diapers or long dresses, plaid teddies, the classic teddy—naked, brown-furred, and, if you had one as a child, irresistible. I had one, which got lost years ago, and I bought another one from the store at an employee discount.

The girl holds the teddy to her chest and closes her eyes. Her face scrunches up, and I’m afraid she’s going to cry.

“Why that song?” I ask.

She opens her eyes. “I had a music box once, that played it.”

“So you want one for your baby. How lovely!” I click on the enthusiasm. “When are you due? Looks like any day now.”

“No,” she says.

“No, what?” I hold my smile.

“I don’t want this baby,” she whispers.

“Of course you do. Babies are such a precious gift.” I wipe my hands on my shorts. “A gift,” I repeat.

“Fuck that,” she says. “I don’t want this fucking baby.”

“Of course you don’t,” I say. Why argue with her? I totally understand.

“I’m giving it up as soon as it’s born. To be adopted.” She looks at me defiantly, like I’m going to say it’s such a tragedy, or something.

She’s clutching the teddy to her. Its music loop has stopped. I look into its painted glass eyes. I used to look into the eyes of my childhood teddy, Ginger, and see infinite love. This one just looks at me, though. That’s how they all are now. Today’s teddies look out only for themselves.

I curl my toes in my sneakers, thinking, My feet are safe, inside the sneakers, inside the socks. Thinking, I want to go home and shower.

“Want me to ring that up?” I say.

“No.” She puts the teddy down. I turn away to see if there are any actual customers who need my help. But by the time I get back to the counter, she’s picked it up again and followed me.

“Sorry,” she says, setting the teddy on the counter, not looking at me. She stares at the cover of Poker Babies, a drooling kid in a diaper clutching an ace in its fist.

She’d do terrible in a pageant interview, I’m thinking. Eye contact is crucial.

Just then, Marlene comes out of the back room with Kelly, the new employee. “Yes, yes,” Kelly is saying. “I’m sorry. I know. I’ll try.”

Kelly will never be Employee of the Month. I will win, every time. Kelly is not perky. She has eczema on her elbows, and her outfit is hopeless: a shapeless dress that is totally the wrong color for her and doesn’t hide the ugly flowers tattooed on her arms.

Eczema is a form of dermatitis. It often runs in families. Luckily, it can’t spread.

“Diana,” Marlene says, “be a dear. When you’re done helping this customer, run up to Starbucks and get me a double Mocha Frappuccino.”

The outer layer of human skin is made up of keratin-producing cells, which are pretty much dead. They slough off continually. So even if I can’t catch Kelly’s eczema, I don’t want to get too close to her. I move back as she comes around the counter.

“Skim Frappuccino, right?” I say. If I take my break now, I’ll have time to get home, shower, and stop at Starbucks on the way back. Teddy’s World is just a longish walk from the apartment. I’ll tell Marlene there was a big line at Starbucks and that they got the order wrong the first time.

“That’s my gal.” Marlene loves my ass. She says I have managerial potential. Potential and I are old friends; my pageant career was built on it. Mostly what I have now, I think, is failed potential. No way I’m going to say this to Marlene, though.

I ring up $24.95, plus tax, for the teddy in overalls. The girl digs into a big denim purse, scrounging for balled-up bills, taking them out and flattening them onto the counter one by one with agonizing slowness.

“Do you want a bag?” I ask her, practically grabbing the last five dollars from her hand. We have pink-and-blue striped paper bags with handles, showing a teddy clutching a bunch of balloons, each balloon holding a letter of TEDDY’S WORLD. We have gold tissue paper, and gift wrap with teddies or balloons or birthday cakes and hats. We have flattened boxes that can be put together in a matter of seconds. All these are in neat cubbyholes behind the counter, giving off a faint gassy odor.

“No thanks, I’ll carry it,” she says.

Marlene comes over and pushes the clipboard on the counter across to the girl. “Sign our mailing list,” she says. “We’ve got lots of wonderful sales coming up.”

“Uh, no thanks,” the girl says.

Marlene picks up the clipboard and kind of jabs it at her. The girl looks at Marlene. Marlene smiles. “Please, dear,” she says. “Sign it.” Marlene can be kind of intimidating, if you don’t know her. Kelly is obviously scared to death of her, another reason Kelly will never get ahead here; she doesn’t project an aura of confidence.

“Act like a winner,” Gloria used to say, “and you will be a winner.”

“Whatever,” the girl shrugs, and uses the pen, attached to the clipboard with a blue shoelace, to write down her information.

“Diana dear,” Marlene says. “Get me a slice of lemon bread, too. No, don’t. Oh, go ahead.” Marlene is watching her figure, as she puts it. She watches it get to a certain size, and then she starts throwing up her lunches in the bathroom.

I nod. I can keep it together. I can. Marlene takes a snowsuit off the Hold rack—there are people who buy snowsuits in Long Beach, presumably to give their babies a head start on the slopes of Mountain High or Snow Summit. She whisks it over to the second register.

For an instant, giving the girl her change, I catch her eye, and neither of us looks away. If we were both younger, in the dressing room for some competition, I’d be sizing her up and weighing my chances. Thinking maybe she could take me, with a certain kind of judge. She’s pretty, the dark-haired, big-eyed, sad kind of pretty that sometimes edges ahead of a blonde no matter how soulfully you play “Amazing Grace” on the accordion, or how brilliantly you smile like you’re about to swoon with ecstasy. It’s a fact of life, you get used to it.

“Good luck,” I say. “With the adoption and everything.”

She turns, and heads for the door to the street. I watch the stuff on the carpet swirl around her. Most of it settles back, but I notice a little gets on her shoes. I can see it very clearly, just like I can see that I am in more trouble than she is.
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JAMIE Ramirez walks out of Teddy’s World and stands for a minute looking up and down Second Street, at all the girls her age with tank tops and flat stomachs and no problems. They peer into store windows, drag each other inside, and come out laughing hysterically. They stand on corners, licking ice cream cones suggestively when boys in long baggy shorts walk by. They can hardly speak for giggling. They double over as though they’ve been punched in the stomach and stagger back against a light pole. Their lives are hilarious.

“You’re not like other girls,” Kevin had said when they first got together. “You don’t, like, laugh all the time.”

“Nothing’s funny,” Jamie had said. She was a senior in high school then. She hadn’t applied to any colleges, because she was sick of school. She worked behind the candy counter at one of the AMC theaters in the mall. She was sick of work, too. Over and over she had to say, “Can I serve the next guest?” which made her feel freakish and fake.

Kevin had ordered a giant tub of popcorn and a Dr. Pepper and Junior Mints, and invited her to a party at a house he lived in with some other guys. At the party, Kevin had said, “I know what will cheer you up,” and led her up some narrow stairs to his attic room. It wasn’t the first time Jamie had had sex with a boy, and like the other times, it had mostly hurt and she wondered if it was her fault.

She watches a man and woman, leaning toward each other over their frozen blue margaritas at an outdoor table at Taco Loco. They lean in and kiss in slow motion, with a kind of self-consciousness—like they’re being filmed, like any minute the other patrons are going to burst into smiles and applause. Jamie had liked kissing Kevin. She had liked kissing all the boys she slept with. Sleeping with them was the price she paid for getting to feel their breath on her neck, their soft tongues exploring her molars. While they kissed her, she stared unblinking at their closed eyes, in case they ever opened them.

Another couple walks by, arms around each other, hands in each other’s back pockets. It’s a law of nature, Jamie thinks. When you feel fucked up, everyone is happy. When you are alone, the world is an ark. You are a bizarre animal, one of a kind, and they are sailing off as the rain comes down harder and the water starts rising over your knees.

At Kevin’s house, the bathroom was down the stairs and around a sharp corner, a white room with one magazine page Scotch-taped to the wall—a blonde wearing large breasts and no pubic hair, exposing a glistening vulva that looked like it had been given a coat of pink lip gloss. The floor was warped, and there was never any toilet paper on the metal holder. This is where Jamie always peed and washed up after sex with Kevin, where she once dripped a small droplet of mentrual blood on the dirty tiles that no one wiped away, where she later crouched over the toilet with morning sickness. This was where Kevin stood in the doorway and said, “I’m outta here,” looking not at Jamie peering up through her sweaty bangs but at Naked Magazine Woman, as though she was the one he was breaking up with, running away from, joining the Coast Guard to forget her quarter-sized blush-enhanced nipples and fuck-me-now smile.

Jamie hopes that Kevin has to scrub the bathroom toilet on his ship with a toothbrush. She hopes he gets washed overboard by a giant wave, then bitten in half by a shark. By the time his shipmates throw him a life preserver he will be just a torso in the water.

She decides to go to the beach to clear her head. The only other place to go is home to her parents’ house. Her father will be propped in front of the TV. Her mother will be in her studio painting fairies and unicorns, with some crappy New Age music floating out on the fumes of Nag Champa incense. If Jamie is lucky, the beach won’t be crowded. She will be able to sit and look at the offshore oil platforms in peace and quiet.

Stupid, she is saying to herself as she crosses Ocean Boulevard. Spending all that money on a stupid stuffed bear.

She had lied to that lady in the store. She never had a music box like that when she was growing up. Her friend Leila had owned one. You opened the lid and two ice skaters, a boy and a girl, tracked around in a circle while the cylinder turned in the clear glass box, playing “Für Elise” in pure, sad notes. It was like fairy music, Jamie used to think. She had coveted the box and Leila knew it, but Leila never gave it to her. Jamie had always wanted what Leila had. Parents in the entertainment business, a big house, a Platinum Visa with a five-thousand-dollar limit when she graduated from high school.

Now Leila has gone off to college, to NYU. Jamie misses her so much. She just needed to hear that song again, to make her feel like Leila is close, when she is really so far away. They haven’t even talked on the phone for two weeks now. Leila is busy with classes and new friends, while Jamie is wandering around aimlessly, buying shit she can’t afford and doesn’t want.

Leila is going to be a dancer, as graceful as the girl skater in her tiny gold costume, a boy circling faithfully behind her. Jamie is going to be lying in the hospital like a stranded whale, screaming, feeling like she has to shit a hot toaster oven.

This is how Leila’s mother had described what Jamie’s mother calls the miracle of birth. Leila’s mother offered to arrange an abortion, but Jamie’s mother wouldn’t hear of it. Jamie’s mother, Mary Wagner-Ramirez, is Catholic. She believes in the Gift of Life. She doesn’t believe in Raising the Baby on No Money and with Your Poor Father on Permanent Disability.

“Adoption,” Jamie’s mother said, “unless you’re planning to move out and raise it on your own.”

This last option sounded too fucked up to seriously consider.

Jamie had settled on thinking of this baby as a tumor. For nine months, it would grow, but it wouldn’t invade the rest of her life. In just a few days now, the doctors will cut it out. Nurses will whisk it away, and she will be cured.

So why buy it a fucking teddy bear?

She reaches the beach, sits down, and pushes off her flip-flops, digging her feet underneath the hot sand. There’s a long sidewalk that cuts across the beach, parallel to the shoreline. Bicyclists and Rollerbladers and power-walking old women whiz past her. Just watching them is exhausting.

She sits the bear upright in the sand, and it falls over. She digs a little hole for it and sets it inside.

Let the new parents buy it shit, she thinks.

I’ll keep it for myself.

Keep what?

The bear. Not the baby. I am definitely not keeping the baby.

It’s your baby.

Jamie picks up a handful of sand and lets it run out onto the legs of the bear, the overalled knees with red patches on them. She imagines some sweatshop worker in Malaysia or somewhere, leaning over pair after pair of teeny identical overalls for twelve hours straight in a hot, noisy room, the needle hammering in the stitches. All over the world, people are doing work that sucks.

She remembers burying her father once, up to his neck, then him doing the same to her. It was scary to lie under all that sand, to feel like she might not be able to push her limbs through the heaviness and get out. Her father could do it—he would rise right up—but she needed him to dig her out a little before she could stand. The sand clung all over, shiny on her skin. She ran into the ocean to wash it all off. Sand weighed down her bathing suit bottom. Her father would lift her underneath her arms, and dip her in and swish her around, and she’d beg him to do it all over again.

Now her father is a brain-damaged freak.

Shit happens, and then you die.

A freighter goes by slowly on the horizon. At least Kevin, in the Coast Guard, will be going somewhere. She’s glad she’s not with him, but it would be nice to get out of Long Beach.

She pushes some more sand into the hole, completely covering the bear’s legs. Maybe the lady at the store will let her return it, but maybe not. Maybe she should just bury it.
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STELLA shifts restlessly in Jamie’s uterus. It’s hard to relax, when Mom is so keyed up. Take it easy, Mom. Everything’s okay. I’m snug and cozy in here. Crank up that music again. Stella gives Jamie a little elbow jab, just to let her know she’s awake.

I’m your baby, Stella says. Mom, she calls. That is, she thinks it at her.

“What?” Jamie says, looking out to sea.

I chose you, Stella tells her. I’m not going to let you just hand me over to somebody else. I’ve come all this way to be with you. I’ve traveled farther than the farthest star, and believe me, that’s really, really far.

Jamie puts both hands to her stomach.

Stella listens to the whooshing sound of Jamie’s blood. It’s better than the teddy bear music. She really liked the music, though. Hearing it in Teddy’s World, she had called to Jamie, Want that. Music is something she’s looking forward to hearing more clearly, when she gets out there.

It’s okay that Dad won’t be around. Bon voyage, Kevin. All she needs is Jamie.

Stella knows everything that’s happening to Jamie, and everything she’s thinking. She knows her mother can’t really hear her, that it’s more of a feeling Jamie gets sometimes. When Jamie first realized Stella was there, when she got drunk and kind of let herself fall down Kevin’s stairs, hoping to dislodge the baby, Stella floated toward her in a dream. I forgive you, she told Jamie, and meant it.

Stella had loved Jamie as soon as she saw her. Jamie was at a party, doing bong hits. Her jeans were embroidered with flowers she’d done herself. She had glitter on her shoulders, and she was sitting on a sagging couch watching a silent Star Trek rerun, not talking to anyone. Around her, girls were laughing and falling down drunk. A boy was throwing darts at a poster of Britney Spears tacked on one wall. Jamie hunched forward, staring at the uniformed Klingons giving Captain Kirk some kind of advice, or maybe an ultimatum. A boy passed the bong to Jamie and held the match to the bowl while she sucked up all the smoke in the glass tube.

Sometimes, Stella thinks, you just know.

Mom, she calls again.

“Fuck you,” Jamie says. “I can’t wait to get rid of you.”
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RULE #27: Wash any bedding that touches the floor.

WHEN I get home from Teddy’s World, I check the machine. There are four messages. “This is Gloria,” my mother begins, as though I might not recognize her voice. Or maybe she simply doesn’t want me to mistake her for anyone named Mom or Mother, Mumsy or Mama. Anything that smacks of maternity.

“Diana. Please don’t do anything,” she says, and hangs up.

“Whatever that means,” I say to the machine. What would I do? I already ruined my hair. Thinking about it makes me want to cry, but I don’t. Crying is for losers. In competitions, when I didn’t make the cut, I smiled. I counted backward from eleven, silently, over and over. In those days I was beguiled by numbers, instead of bars of soap.

First a counter, then a washer and cleaner.

You’ve also got hoarders and checkers. You’ve got repeaters, arrangers, pure obsessionals. Ever get a tune stuck in your head? Some people, it drives them nearly insane.

After the next beep she says, “This is Gloria. The bastard,” she says, meaning Tim. “Men are scum. God damn them! God damn them all to holy fucking hell!” Only the second call, and she has already moved into hysteria. Gloria is good at hysteria, the way some people are good at math or cards. She throws fits. In public. I can’t tell you how many times in my life I have edged away from her, slowly, while she screamed at a shoe salesman or grocery checker. The thing is that they never seemed to mind. They would look abashed, and then apologetic, and then they would get several more boxes of shoes or call for someone to help her carry stuff to the car.

These were men, of course. Gloria is also good at men, a trait I did not inherit. My father, whoever he was, must have passed on to me some predisposition toward confusion in that department. The only men I ever charmed were people who didn’t know me personally, like pageant judges and guys passing me in cars. And Tim. Now the charm is gone. The bloom is off the rose. The rose is in a vase without water, its petals browning and shriveling.

“Be brave,” she says. “You’ll get through this. I’ll help you.” There’s a pause, some fumbling, and I hear what must be the ice in her glass, clicking against her newly implanted teeth. It’s the cocktail hour in Northern Virginia. The cocktail hour starts at breakfast with a vodka-and-grapefruit, tapers off by mid-morning, and resumes again about two in the afternoon. “Has he called you yet?” she says.

He might, I think, if you weren’t tying up my phone all day with your messages. He just might. Tim often changes his mind about things, and it’s only been forty-six days since he left, so it’s not out of the question. Tim and I were married for twelve years. Twelve, a good number. I always liked twelve, the two curved over next to the one like a swan, protecting it.

“Fred and I are going to dinner,” Gloria says, in a normal voice. “Call me tonight. We’ll be back by ten.”

Ten was bad, I remember. The one standing next to a hole it might fall into.

Last night I called Gloria, and finally told her what I’d been hiding from her for weeks, that Tim had moved to an apartment in Los Feliz. “Fee-lace?” she said. “Spell it.” I did. “To happiness?” she said, translating the Spanish.

“It’s less than an hour from here. It’s in L.A.”

“You married beneath you.”

“Come on, Gloria. You always liked Tim.”

“You can do better.”

“I love Tim,” I said.

“Walk away,” she said, as though he hadn’t already done exactly that.

And Tim isn’t a bastard. I understand why he left me. I hate it, but I understand: I am hell to live with. If I could leave myself, believe me, I would be packing right now.

I take off my white scoop-necked T-shirt and then my shorts, careful not to let the shorts touch the floor. I lay them over an arm of the couch. My sneakers came off as soon as I hit the front door, like always.

“This is Gloria,” begins her third message. “One more thing. You were a winner. Tiny All American Photogenic. Miss Veteran’s Day. The Express Auto Parts Princess. Remember your personal introduction for National American Miss? You said you saw yourself making the world a better place. Now look at you,” she says, like she can see me, standing in my socks and underwear in my living room, turning in little circles with my eyes closed, waiting for her to stop.

“You had such a promising career,” Gloria says.

This is how my career began: In 1968, on the basis of my personality, beauty, and natural appearance, I was awarded a blue ribbon at the Pasco County Fair in Dade City, Florida. I was six months old. Gloria had saved up her tip money from Dot’s Diner for weeks. She had gone without things she needed, like shoes for her aching feet, in order to drape her precious girl in a white silk christening gown. She took the day off and, because she didn’t own a car, she hitchhiked down State Road 52. I rode on her hip, wearing nothing but a diaper. She walked backward on the road’s gravel shoulder, the gown neatly rolled up in her purse. In her version of events, she trudged all the way to the fair in the broiling Florida sun while the air-conditioned cars whizzed by, while I wet my diaper through and wailed. In her version, that is, she sacrificed everything to make something of me, while I did my damnedest to thwart her.

“What happened to my little princess?” she says. “Did she go on to compete in Miss Teen USA? She did not. Did she try for Miss Florida, or even Miss Jacksonville? No, she did not. She threw it all away.”

“Oh, shut up,” I say to the machine. I feel tired and itchy. I can see dust floating on a shaft of light through the diaphanous blue curtains Tim bought after I complained about the old ones, which were heavy and soiled.

“Fred wants to go down to Florida this winter,” Gloria says, sounding conversational now. “I told him no. Too many painful memories.”

In Gloria’s mind, I was scouted by film agents and movie producers, when all we did was go on toddler cattle calls. And I’m convinced that some driver stopped to pick us up, that day I won my first pageant. Mothers and babies do not get passed by, especially when they are beautiful. The world stops for beauty. I bet it stopped for Gloria that day, when she was nearly thirty but still looked like a teenager. Now she is sixty-four. You’d think no one would look twice, but you’d be wrong. Some beauty peaks early, like mine did; and some, like my mother’s, defies certain notions about time and age. Of course, it helped that her third husband, the one before Fred, specialized in a few cosmetic procedures.

“I think you should go on some auditions,” she says. “Listen, Fred wants me to get off the phone now. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Bye-bye.”

She misses the cradle trying to hang up; I can hear her fumbling with the phone, and then Fred saying “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” and then she’s gone. Fred came in from the living room, from the leather recliner with the heated seat that vibrates and moves from a three-quarters reclined position to full horizontal. Gloria’s husband is not what you’d call an active senior.

I go to the machine and erase the messages. But the memory of her voice hangs in the air. Straighten up, baby. Smile.

The last call is a hang-up that could be Tim, though why would he call here if he thought I was at work? To hear my voice saying “You’ve reached Tim and Diana”? To make sure I was out, so he could sneak back for more of his stuff? He left most of it here, like he was only packing for a short trip. Little by little, things have been disappearing. A week after he left, I came home from work and his weights and bench were gone. The next week, several DVDs and videos were missing from the shelves under the TV. There’s still a lot here, though. A lot of things a person needs if he’s really going to start a new life.

Maybe he wanted to start fresh. I can understand that.

Tim and I started fresh often. Once the contamination found me at work, it started to follow me home. Eventually—after a year, sometimes two—we’d need to move. New apartment, new furniture. Every time, I thought things would be different.

I peel off my bra and underwear, pick up the shorts and T-shirt, and head for the shower. Just a quick one. I make sure the water’s good and hot, and unwrap a hotel soap. I lather myself twice, then twice more, starting with my hair, then moving down, against the flow of the germs traveling up from the floor. Usually it’s three and three, but I need to go back to work. I can towel my hair dry in a hurry, now that most of it’s gone. I put on fresh underthings. Then I’m back in my same clothes—which is against Rule #34, and makes me start to itch again, but Marlene will notice if I show up wearing something different.
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