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For Marie. Nothing wastes.





A NOTE ABOUT MEMORY

WHEN I WAS WRITING THIS book, I had dinner with my brother at a cousin’s house. We talked about the blueberry summer at my grandparents’ farm, comparing what we remembered. That was the summer, I said, when we took the old blue Falcon out of the barn and drove it up and down Myers Road.

Blue Falcon? said my brother. You mean the old Falcon, the green one?

It wasn’t green, said my cousin. Was it?

To settle the question, we called the other brothers and my father. Depending on who was remembering, the car was green, or tan, brown, or even red. I was so certain it was blue that, in my memory, we called it The Old Blue Falcon, as though that was its title. But nobody in the family remembered it as blue. None of us could agree on the color at all.

In this book, I’ve changed many names and a very few identifying details. Some seeming inconsistencies are intentional. For example, sluff is a Utah regionalism for skipping school. The spelling is likely a bowdlerization of slough, but I can’t say for sure. Yael also appears in the text with two different spellings. She is Jael in the King James Version of the bible. In other translations, and more commonly, she is Yael. I have preferred Yael throughout, except when directly quoting the KJV.

Time has always been slippery for me, and in these pages I have occasionally given it a shape for the sake of the story. I don’t know, for example, if we drove the Falcon on the sixth day at the farm; what matters is we drove it, and it was marvelous.

I have a decent memory for conversations, and an ex sometimes referred to my “tape recorder,” as I was able to play back entire discussions nearly word for word—which proved to be as unhelpful in a relationship as it is useful in a memoir. All the same, my brain is not, in fact, a tape recorder. The dialogue is faithful to my memory, as far as that goes.

While I’ve checked in with people who were there and verified facts as I was able, my own memory is my primary source, and no matter what my family says, the Falcon will always be blue to me.






Let thy fountain be blessed: and rejoice with the wife of thy youth.

Let her be as the loving hind and pleasant roe; let her breasts satisfy thee at all times; and be thou ravished always with her love.

PROVERBS 5:18–19, HOLY BIBLE (KJV)

Behold their pride, and send thy wrath upon their heads: give into mine hand, which am a widow, the power that I have conceived.

JUDITH 9:9, HOLY BIBLE (KJV)
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I AM FIFTY YEARS OLD and have just moved to a seaside town in Portugal. I’m reading in a quiet bar when a man asks why a beautiful woman like me is alone.

What he means is, What is happening between your legs?

What he means is, You are breaking the rules of the story, but I can set you straight.

What he means is, I can fill that terrible gap between your legs.

In the story, a woman who is—according to an occult and capricious geometry of features and culture and a man’s particular taste—“beautiful” must be attached to a man. To be unattached at my age is a violation of the story. This man wants an explanation. If my answer isn’t plausible, if there is no man waiting around the corner or recently dead or banging a college student, I should be grateful that he is offering me a happy ending.

His desire lands on my shoulders like a bird of prey.

What he means is, I need you to fill the gap in me.

I like to be alone, I say.

A single no is not enough. I say no to him, and no again. But I have learned to pull the sting of the no, my smile says, How charming you are, but your desire has nothing to do with me.

He offers a ride, and is baffled at my refusal, baffled and offers again and again, as though refusal is just part of the dance, as if I could be worn down to a Yes.

Tonight is lucky. This man, on this night, chooses not to force the issue.

Only a few weeks later in the same town, another man will not give so easily. I’ve been dancing in a Saturday night discotheque with him and his friends. When I turn to leave, he follows me out to the street. My Portuguese is infant-level, but it’s clear that he is insisting that I stay. He makes his hands into a heart shape, holds them over his chest.

Não me abandone, he says. This man is thickly muscled with a shaved head and hard face, and he is pleading with me not to abandon him.

Sozinho, I say, one of the first words I learned in Portuguese. Sozinho. Eu quero sozinho. I want alone.

He seems to relent. He leans in for the beijinhos, the cheek kiss, but as he gets close he grabs my face and forces his tongue into my mouth.

I push him away, step back, then turn and walk, hot and fast. I wind up and down streets and duck into a friend’s club, watch from inside to make sure the man hasn’t followed.

A friend asks what’s going on.

Being a woman is hazardous, I say.

He looks at me for a beat, then nods.

And then I’m free to walk home alone in the dark of the sleeping town. I have believed in freedom for so long, had felt I’d found it, had arrived at freedom over and over again, but tonight I know it is a perpetually receding goal, Xeno’s arrow halving the distance forever.

This is the best I have, a lonely walk through a quiet town.





PART 1: WIFE LESSONS


The women’s entire education should be planned in relation to men. To please men, to be useful to them, to win their love and respect, to raise them as children, care for them as adults . . . these are women’s duties in all ages and these are what they should be taught from childhood.

JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU, FROM ÉMILE, OR ON EDUCATION (1762)







EVERY STORY BEGINS WITH THE everyday. Every day the girl crept from her bed of ashes to clean for her stepsisters. Every day the wives of Manasses and Heber served their husbands. Every day the first woman played naked in the garden. You could call her innocent but the word meant nothing then, innocence only comes to life as the mirror image of sin, reversed left to right.

Every day I woke, carried out of dreams on the sound of my husband’s sleeping breaths behind me. Every day sunlight striped the dresser and all the day’s responsibilities shouldered into my head, jostling for space. Bed to shower to living room while Gabe slept; read the news on my laptop, comics; wrote a few words before work. I kissed my husband awake before leaving the house, a short walk to the bus in soft morning air. Every day, I swear every day I thought, This is how contentment feels.

Nothing new, I said to my mom on the phone. It’s weird, there’s really no news. This is happiness, isn’t it, Mom?

I had escaped the stranglehold of my childhood religion, escaped Utah, escaped a bad relationship. I was married, and the rupture with my parents healed, free of the stories that harassed my youth, loved in the deepening intimacy of couplehood.

So, said Mom, her voice taking on its coy, joking lilt. When will I hear the pitter patter of little feet?

Mom’s half-joke. For years before I married Gabe, it was You know I have to ask about the M word. But now that I was safely buttoned up in a marriage, the question shifted to babies. Mom was making fun of herself, laughing at the stereotypical Mormon mom question, but there was longing in her voice.

Well. There’s a good school here, I said.

This was the every day. The every day that begins every story, before the ash-smeared girl went to the ball. Before Heber’s wife Yael lifted a hammer, Manasses’s widow Judith a sword. Before the woman in the garden stuffed her mouth with knowledge, a single sin multiplied inside her womb, giving birth to all of humanity.

This is the time before Until. Without Until, there would be no story.





The Aughts

I AM THIRTY-SIX YEARS OLD, and I’m bleeding. I finished the white pills two days ago, moved on to the green in my pill pack. My period hasn’t stopped. I’ve been on the pill more than fifteen years; in all that time maybe a smear of reddish black the day after white pills, but today the flow is as full as ever. Three days. Four. Now it’s weeks and I’m still bleeding.

A little spotting is normal, says my doctor.

This isn’t spotting, I say.

She shrugs, writes me a prescription for a different pill. The bleeding draws in, lessens for two days, three, before flooding out with new energy. It was only taking a breath.

My husband and I have been talking about babies. I mean we’re picking carefully around land mines. I mean we’re talking around talking about it. Gabe said from the beginning he wanted kids with me, but I sensed a shadow behind his certain words. Last month his daughter came to stay with us for just a couple of weeks. She is growing up, twelve years old, coming into her own as a person, sliding down that terrifying slope into adolescence. I love her visits. We took her out to the rocky shore below Sutro Baths. She painted her shoes and mine with rainbows and stars, and we wore our cheerful shoes as we clambered over wet, shining rocks.

My husband was petrified. On edge like I’d never seen him. If his daughter seemed the slightest bit bored, if things didn’t go perfectly, I saw his face, the look of a man who had taken the first step into midair off a cliff. One evening, I dropped a bottle of red nail polish and shattered it on the kitchen floor, painting bright red across our white tiles. Gabe lost it. His face flushed, he yelled and stomped. I got the mop and led him out of the kitchen. I cleaned the tiles while he sat on the couch in full panic mode, gesticulating to himself. My step-daughter drew her feet up, tucked her knees under her chin, and went quiet.

We are settled and happy in San Francisco, but Gabe’s anxiety seems to be ratcheting up. He stays up long after I go to bed, and when he finally joins me I can hear him fidgeting in the dark beside me. He is lying in bed with his eyes open and I know he is eating himself with worry. He worries about money, about failure, about fucking up his daughter, about fucking up with me, about the war in Iraq, about his ex-wife, about work, about his boss; he worries, he frets, he spins himself into knots and he doesn’t know how to move forward, how to even begin undoing his knots. I don’t know how to help him.

Maybe it is a bad idea to have children with this man, I think. Maybe it will be the final anxiety, the one that will kill him. (Kill us.)

A week or so after my stepdaughter left, I started my period and it didn’t stop.

When I was in college, I had a roommate whose mother died of a vaginal hemorrhage. His father had refused to take her to a doctor, although she pleaded with him. Please, she said, please. My roommate showed me her diary, the breakdown of her handwriting as she grew weaker. The last entry was a single word, barely legible:

Gush.

He was only a kid when she died.

I recently switched to the vaginal cup for my periods. More environmentally aware. Healthier. Better. A big plus for me: it holds more blood than a tampon or a pad, and I’ve always been a heavy bleeder. You’re not supposed to be able to overflow these things. I overflow it. When you soak through a pad or a tampon, it starts as a little leak, some spotting, but this is like sloshing water out of a glass. At night I creep on bare feet to the bathroom, spend the night on the toilet, a book on the floor between my feet. My sleep-deprived mind believes the blood will rush all of my organs out, pull me inside out through the gate between my legs.

Work becomes a challenge, but my job is steady while Gabe’s is uncertain, so I keep working. I am wearing cup plus pad or tampon plus pad, and still I have to change the whole lot almost every hour. I pass clots. I mean great clumps of meat slip out of my vagina. It feels sloppy, like I can’t keep my body in check. Clots as big as a peach pit, or a walnut. This awful creepy sense of one sliding out and I try to clench and keep it inside but I can’t. I am losing blood. I’ve gone greenish white and my concentration slips out of me with all my blood.

Gabe takes me to the hospital one night and they keep me for hours, give me tests. It’s morning and I’m still here, have to call in sick to work. They give me a shot that mimics menopause, and for weeks everything irritates me, like sandpaper on an open wound. My husband touches me in a way I don’t like and I have to clench my jaw to keep from snapping at him. Still I bleed.

I stop writing, words on a screen can’t hold my interest for more than a few minutes. I Google symptoms. Everything tells me I have cancer. I read teen fiction brought over by a member of my writing group. She has teenage daughters, borrows books from them and brings them to me in a paper grocery bag. I tear through the Twilight novels and all their overheated teen romance. I’m in bed, layers of towels under my hips, and I have a sudden image of sparkly Edward between my legs, drinking my blood in greedy gulps. Do vampires like menstrual blood? Surely this is addressed in vampire canon. My giggles are shaking the bed. My husband appears in the doorway.

What? he says.

These books, I say, shaking my head. They’re just too hilarious.

It was summer when my stepdaughter came to see us. For Thanksgiving we host a dinner. I make everything from scratch, invite friends from other countries, friends with no family in town. It’s a good day, my sweetest dreams of married life alive in conversation and warm light and good food and wine. We laugh and eat and someone breaks a glass and we say, Now it’s a party. I forget the gravy and serve the pie before it is set up and blueberries gush dark and hot over everyone’s plates.

The next night I get up from the couch and the floor seems to breathe me off balance. Gabe puts me in the car and takes me to the hospital. I am dangerously anemic, get bundled into a room for an emergency transfusion. Gabe holds my hand and jokes with me and the nurses, he keeps all of us laughing. They hook me up and blood pumps cold into me, cold moves in through my veins and chills my body down to corpse temperature, the thin hospital blanket an insult. A transfusion takes a long time. They don’t show that part in movies. It takes hours, all night. Gabe goes home to feed the cats and comes back with a story about the car battery. He left the headlights on and had to call Triple A and wait for them to show up and there’s no cell service in the hospital so he couldn’t reach me and he’s sorry he was gone so long and I just hold his hand, glad he’s there.

After that first hospital visit, I am shunted from doctor to specialist, through rounds of testing and imaging; I live in waiting rooms, exam rooms, and darkened sonogram rooms, screens glowing in the faces of technicians. One of the several doctors I see says:

So young!

This is after I describe to her the months of hemorrhaging, the days I can’t leave the toilet, clots now the size of golf balls that pass from my body.

So young! As though this sort of Grand Guignol is to be expected at some point in a woman’s life. But only when she is older, when—the implication is—it doesn’t matter.

Time moves and shifts under me. Is it days, a week, weeks later? Gabe and I are sitting in the office of another doctor. She tells us we could try an IUD. It may work. If it does work, she won’t be able to tell us why it works, in the same way she can’t tell me why I’m bleeding. It is only absurdly recently that women have been included in health studies. For a long time researchers proceeded on the assumption that women were just penisless men with breasts and a uterus. Women’s bodies remain comparatively mysterious to medical science. My particular body, this blood, this hemorrhage, this gush, is a mystery, but it’s just one of thousands of other mysteries. There’s some catching up to do.

The doctor says the IUD has a 30 percent chance of working.

If it doesn’t work? I say.

If it doesn’t work, we’ll have to do a hysterectomy, says the doctor. But we will have to wait six months.

I don’t ask why six months. I am playing this out in my head. A 70 percent chance that I will have to live with this bleeding for another six months.

The alternative: hysterectomy.

She leaves the office so we can talk. Gabe’s face shows panic. Or is the panic mine? Six more months of bleeding. Six months of teen fiction and Gabe’s nonexistent cooking skills.

I can’t miss six months of work. I’ve already missed far too much. They’ve allowed me this time off, they keep paying me, but it is a small company. They can’t afford to pay me for six more months. We need my income. Gabe’s is not stable.

I blame my husband. I look in his face and divine what he wants me, desperately, to say.

I say it, thinking I can save him, save us.

I blame myself, too. If I was a stronger person, a better person, I would have said, We’ll try anything. One must make sacrifices for a child. Children teach you selflessness. I could have started in that moment.

The doctor comes back, and I say, Hysterectomy.

The surgery is scheduled for January; I need to build up my blood enough before they cut into me, another month of iron pills and red meat and spinach. I join a website called HysterSisters. Hate the cuteness of the name, the sticky pink background of the site, the chummy, clubby look-on-the-bright-sideism. But there are women on the site who bled even longer and harder than I did, women who were unable to leave the toilet for weeks. Maybe I didn’t try hard enough. But the decision is made.

Niece of Pride! I say, answering the phone. It is January 13, 2005. Friday the thirteenth.

I say it gently. Once upon a time I called her Niece of Shame, a joking reference to a book I’d read. She had rebelled against the church we were both raised in, rebelled against her Utah world. But she’s still in Utah, vulnerable in her outsider status, brave in her decision to stay. The joke turned flat. So she became Niece of Pride.

Grandma’s dying, she says.

My brain takes a few seconds to align itself. Grandma to my niece, as in Mom. Mom is dying. Her kidneys are failing. She isn’t expected to live out the day.

My husband sees something in my face and he stops whatever he was doing.

This is real, I think. This is a real thing.

I know my niece has a lot of other people to call. I thank her. I am strangely formal, I thank her for being the person to tell me. The thing to do in a time like this is cry, but the news hasn’t settled inside me yet.

My surgery is in one week. I call the doctor and she says, Of course you have to go.

She gives me a prescription for five different contraceptives. I am to take them all at once in hopes it will slow the bleeding enough for me to travel. We have breakfast at Howard’s Café with our friends, because we’d already planned our breakfast date, because you have to eat, because I haven’t had the energy to cook in weeks. We walk half a block from the café to the last travel agency in town, book a flight to Salt Lake City for that day. We pack and drive to the airport and I make a sad almost-joke, a Mom-like half-joke to the man at airport security. When he asks why we are flying with a ticket we bought that day, I tell him my mom is dying.

Why are you smiling, he says.

Because I’m from Utah, I say. That’s what we do.

We are waiting to board when my phone rings.

Mom is dead.

All my siblings are in the living room, Dad with us. My brothers with their legs stretched long in front of them. It’s dark outside the big windows and we are in our fishbowl, and it feels good to be together.

A brother suggests we go to a movie.

Oh, says Dad. You go on without me, I can’t leave—

Oh, he says again. He puts his hands on his head. I was going to say I can’t leave your mother, but I’m free now. I’m free.

His blue eyes are open wide and tears are falling out of them and his hands are on his bald head. He can go anywhere he wants now. He laughs once, a short, hard laugh. We all feel it, the terrible beauty of his new freedom.

Mom was thirty-six when she had me; I am thirty-six now. This is too tidy. It wouldn’t fly in a novel, too weighted with too much meaning. I buzzed my hair short when I first got sick, didn’t want to worry about my hair. I started going gray years before and had dyed it ever since. But now I am letting the gray grow in. In a week I will have moved into that sexless territory, a crone at thirty-six. If I believed in God I would call this divine judgment for my sins. I do not believe in God but it seems I still believe in sin. I believe I pulled this onto my own head, and now Mom is gone and I can’t talk to her, can’t know what she would say. We were just getting to the good part, we were just learning how to say what was in our hearts.

Or maybe I only tell myself that now because she’s gone.

Mom has the best laugh. Had. Her laugh pulled you into a small room, just you and her, an exclusive place, warm and full of light, the two of you the only ones in on the joke, her sad half-joke, her way of saying what she meant without taking responsibility for it.

Years later, Dad will say he told her about the hysterectomy. I kick the walls of my memory. Did I talk to her about this? Did I tell her I worried I was doing something wrong? It was a choice but it didn’t feel like a choice. Did I ask Mom for absolution, as though it was in her power to forgive my sins, as though she was the one, the only one who could absolve me of the sin of wanting to live? I know she said she loved me. But maybe I heard it only through Dad’s voice.

Dad’s tired dad voice: Your mother isn’t feeling up to talking just now. She loves you, sweetie.

And here we are, in our lighted glass room on a dark January night, my brothers with their long legs. We are making Myer jokes, bad puns, Dad remembers she is gone and then remembers again, he puts his hands on his head and opens his mouth wide with grief.

I love her so much, he says.

Loved her, he says. He shakes his head.

Love her, he says.

Oh, Marie, he says, tears running down his face.





1974

MOM AND DAD’S LOVE STORY was the size of myth, told over and over when I was a kid, as familiar and comforting as Mary and Joseph and the baby in the manger.

I thought I’d have to settle for a righteous cowboy, says Mom.

I’m six years old. We’re in the bedroom. Mom’s propped up on the pillows, Dad next to her, his pale feet bare. I’m repelled by Dad’s bare feet. There’s something unmasculine about them. They are entirely too soft, too white, too heavily veined. Mom’s feet are hard and rough as a sanding block, though she hardly ever goes outside. She says it’s from a lifetime of going barefoot, and to me this is the way feet should be. Dad’s are abominations.

We kids are sprawled around the bed.

And then I left the ranch, she says.

She went to college at Brigham Young University, met Dad. He was the art editor for the student literary magazine, she the literary editor. For their first date, he took her out to the ballet in Salt Lake City. The ballet! Head over heels. In her journals she called him Pierre, a sophisticate from New York, although to be accurate he spent his childhood in Ozone Park, Queens, then moved to New Jersey.

Well, he was head over heels. Mom took a little longer. They met several times before it took. They put it all together later. The first time, Mom was with her watercolor class out at the Provo River. Dad swimming the river with friends. He saw the cute chick at her easel and sauntered up, offered some suggestions on her watercolor.

I was kibitzing, says Dad.

I thought you were some snotty high school kid, says Mom. Trying to tell me how to paint.

Mom is stroking the top of Dad’s bald head. He looks about ready to purr, eyes half-closed. They tell us about French class. This was one of those crowded classes where you never learn everyone’s name. Dad did some sketches of a girl in a ponytail as she gave a report. He still has those. Mom in her glasses and tight sweater. He’s sketched the lenses blank, you can’t see her eyes. She looks cool and distant.

French was right after my sculpture class, says Dad.

He showed up in dirty jeans with clay on his shoes. I paid him no attention, says Mom.

Except Fridays, when I had ROTC, says Dad. He pronounces it ROT-see.

Oh, you looked sharp in that uniform! says Mom.

We have a yearbook picture of the literary magazine staff, the first time they met for real. In the picture, they look young and bright. Dad gave Mom a ride home that night, and that’s when he asked her out to the ballet.

Even with the ballet, once Dad got around to proposing, he had competition. Churchy.

Churchy was the better dancer, says Mom. But Peter, she says. Well, some things are more important than dancing.

She raises one eyebrow and cuts her eyes at him. Not that I knew anything about that, she says.

Oh no, says Dad. Certainly not. A-HEM.

Can’t you just picture us, says Mom. We got married in the St. George Temple, reception in Mother and Daddy’s back yard. We finally got free of all the guests and we’re in the car.

We’re going out to the ranch for our wedding night, says Dad.

And the car radio’s playing, says Mom.

“Unchained Melody” comes on, says Dad.

Think about it, says Mom. Two starving virgins . . .

Driving as fast as we can in the dark . . .

And this song. This song! Too much.

Of course it’s our song.

I mean, you want to talk sexy, says Mom.

The church tells us a wife must be a homemaker, nurturer, spiritual example for her children, ever cheerful for her husband. Mom rarely makes it to church, she no longer cooks or cleans much and only occasionally sews. She swings from bright, spinning cheer to black depression. But Dad adores her.

There is something animating her body, something that pulls us in, all of us. The sparking, sensuous current that runs between Mom and Dad must, I think, be at the center of what it means to be a wife.

Provo lies at the bottom of a bowl of hulking mountains. My childhood house sits at the foot of Y Mountain, painted with a white Y halfway to the summit. It’s tradition—every year, students at BYU climb the mountain, armed with buckets for whitewashing the Y. Most are already winded when they get to our spot on the slope. You live here and mountains become backdrop, but every now and then you see them new again, unreasonably huge creatures ringing the valley. Growing up here, I heard them creak and shift at night. Belief in God comes easy with these omnipresent beings lurking over your shoulder. The mountains listen in on your secret thoughts, they judge your every move like the High Council, suited and tied and disapproving. Like them, the landscape talks in a man’s voice, dry and stingy with greens, lawns a luxury, coaxed out of the soil only with constant drenchings. Our valley is unarguably male.

My family is a crowd. We are Dad and Mom, we are my sister Leda who is oldest, ten years ahead of me. Four brothers: Jonah, Luke, Jacob, Micah. I’m the youngest, and I am Amie. I will become Caitlin much later. We are loud, chaotic, Mormon.

Sunday mornings are cold cereal at the long wooden table, my brothers in a belching contest, faces sleep-creased, hair sticking up. Cold leaks in through our huge single-pane living room windows. I stand over the heat register, and hot air bellies up my nightgown, I put my hands lightly over the bulge.

Look, Leda. I’m pregnant, I say.

After breakfast my sister unrolls my pink sponge curlers, pulls a ringlet long, and together we watch it bounce into place. I put on my Sunday dress, hot pink taffeta trimmed with pink and white flowers. My sister’s dress matches—hers short-skirted, mine long; she sewed them both. Mom emerges from her bedroom in a black slip over a bra over white garments, a halo of Chanel no. 5. She steps softly to the bathroom. Mom hasn’t been to church in many weeks. She leans to wipe steam from the mirror, lips stretched over teeth while she mascaras her lashes. Sweat hurries down her face, licks her short hair into curls at her nape, and she blows out a gust of breath.

Time for my distemper shot, says Mom, laughing down at her mascara wand.

Distemper shot is what she calls hormone replacement. She had a hysterectomy shortly after I was born.

I’ll remember you this way, Mom. One day when a hot flash rises through my body, eyeballs cooking in their sockets, I will see you again, leaning into your reflection, lace at the bottom of your black slip, bare feet on the bathroom floor. A drop of sweat runs down the side of your face and holds, shining, at the point of your chin.

Mom places her hands delicately on the bathroom counter as if to steady herself. She is balanced at a decision: church or no. She lifts her chin, turns her face to one side, flirting with her reflection. Church wins, today she will come with us.

As we load into the VW bus, Mom stops me with a hand on my shoulder. She licks her thumb and rubs my face clean.

Ew, Mom, I say. I hate the smell of her spit drying on my face.

You can’t go to church looking like an urchin, she says.

At sacrament meeting we take up half a pew. Six kids makes us only a medium-size family in Provo. There are two twelve-child families in our neighborhood, and one with sixteen. One wife in each family, one woman constantly pregnant for over twenty years, pumping out child after child after child.

My hair gropes its way to Dad’s suit and sticks to his sleeve, a blind, tentacled sea creature. He sweeps a hand down his arm to detach me, I make a whispering giggle and gather my hair behind, pin it against the back of the pew with my body. Micah draws mazes for me to solve; sacrament meeting is long and we are hungry and restless. I drag my pencil through my brother’s maze while he draws another.

After church, the twelve-year-old deacons scramble outside to throw snowballs in the parking lot. A car pulls out of its parking space, crunching over snow, and my brother Luke crouches to grab the back bumper. The driver creeps down the road and Luke is pulled behind, slick Sunday shoes slide over icy streets, Luke in his dark suit and winter coat, tie flipping up and over his shoulder. A forbidden thrill, but irresistible to all the neighborhood boys. Dad doesn’t notice.

I climb into the bus with the rest of the family, and Dad starts toward Cherry Lane.

Noooo, Dad! Micah and Jacob and Jonah and I all protest at once.

That’s the old fogey way, says Jonah.

Stupid Sunday drivers, says Jacob.

What’s wrong with old fogeys? I’m an old fogey, says Dad, waggling his eyebrows at us. But he’s steering us in the other direction. We can see the slow march of cars going the old fogey way while we break free to the left, cheering. I am not convinced this route is faster, but my brothers have pronounced it so, and they know everything that I do not.

Oh Dad, says Leda. You’re a young fogey.

They seem old to me, but Dad and Mom are still so young. Six kids and Dad isn’t even forty yet.

At the mouth of Locust Lane, I see Luke ahead of us. He lets go of the bumper and slides on his shoes, wobbling, arms up. Dad is, as usual, oblivious; Mom has placed her fingertips over her closed eyes, crease growing between her brows.

Getting a headache? says Dad, soft now.

Mmmm, she says, mouth working like she’s sucking on a candy.

Home is the smell of roast and church shoes kicked off savagely. Other families change out of their church clothes, but we eat in them and my brothers open their full mouths to show see food, then we do the dishes and roughhouse and spill gravy on our Sunday finery.

We rotate Sunday dinners between the six of us, one kid in charge of the whole shebang, roast and potatoes in the oven before church and dishes afterward. For a time, all six of us made Sunday dinner together and cleaned up together in a mad squirming knot in the kitchen. But we are too big, the kitchen too small, and Sunday dishes deteriorate into escalating, hostile games of Stop-touching-me/Not-touching-you as my brothers wrestle into the living room, booming the floor and shaking the house until Dad yells:

Simmer down!

And if it goes on, Dad boils down the hall, head gone deep red, jingling his belt buckle.

Blast!

Which is a terror-filled word from Dad, who does not swear. I don’t know if he ever actually uses the belt or just threatens us with it. I will grow to think it would be a relief if he would use it, just get it over with.

Dinner is on the table, but church was too much. Mom has retreated to the dark of her bedroom where Dad brings her a plate. She turns over in bed toward him, devoting to Dad her last crumb of energy. The music is dead in her voice, it pulls low and slow from her center, each word a moan. Dad’s answering tone is careful gentleness, the way you talk someone off a ledge.

This is normal. This is just how Mom is, on bad days. When she’s in the bedroom with the door closed, you do not knock, you do not go in. She is like this for days or weeks or months, and then one day the door will open.

At night after a good day, Mom’s laugh chimes, tumbles down the hall, Dad’s answering laugh moving underneath.

Before school, Leda braids my hair. I fidget under her hands. Braiding takes hours, days, too long.

Play statue, says Leda.

I hold still, a statue.

Impossible, unbearable. I jiggle one knee. Both knees.

Come on. Statue, says Leda, pulling at a hank of hair.

I’m a statue picking flowers, I say. I swoop down to pick an imaginary flower, pulling my sister behind me, her hands full of hair. A statue doing an arabesque, I say. I am hilarious, I am genius, I am the most annoying of children.

Straight statue, says Leda, her patience wearing down. Be a statue of a soldier.

Straight statue, straight statue, straight and narrow is the path that leads to heaven.

There are days when Mom braids my hair. Mom sings to me:

Go to sleep my baby

Close your little eyes

The lady moon is watching

From out the dark’ling skies

Mom gets fanciful with my hair. She winds it into Princess Leia buns over each ear, before Princess Leia exists. When the movie comes out, Milo Moody at school will accuse me of being a copycat. Braids in double loops like a Swiss milkmaid. French braids and complicated braids of Mom’s own invention crisscrossing and circling my head.

But most of the time, it’s Leda. Leda teaches me camp songs, Leda pretends to pop one eyeball out of its socket, rolls it around in her mouth, pops it back in place, blinking open her eyes like she can see so much better now that her eyeball is clean. Leda is sixteen, old enough to date, and her boyfriends haunt the house and take her away from me, leave me alone with the brothers. I turn cartwheels for the boyfriend as he waits, I pirouette, tell silly stories, anything to hold his attention. Mom too. Mom charms Leda’s boyfriends from bed, propped up on pillows. The boyfriend sits on the edge of the bed, laughing.

The phone rings. Hello, Is Sister Myer there?

Just a minute, I say. I hold the phone against my chest. Leda? I say. It’s for Mom.

I’m so sorry, says Leda into the phone. Sister Myer is not available. May I take a message?

She hangs up the phone and bends down to face me. Okay, now you say it.

Sister Myer isn’t available just now. May I take a message?

Good. That way, says Leda, it’s not a lie. You can’t say she’s not here. You say unavailable.

We are palace guards, keeping Mom safe inside the house inside her bedroom inside inside.

After school, Chrissie and I swing beside each other. Asphalt blurs beneath our feet. We pump our legs to get in sync.

Married! we say.

I try to keep us synced up but I wobble. I fall back as she shoots ahead.

Divorced, I say.

Nobody in our neighborhood is divorced. I have one aunt who is. And then my uncle, Mom’s black-sheep brother. Before he dies, he will have been divorced seven times.

Chrissie was my very first friend in Provo. I was three when we moved here, and the day after our move, I climbed on the couch to look out the window at two girls walking up the hill hand in hand, one my age, one my sister’s. I bounced in place until they rang the doorbell and that was it—at that age, proximity is all that’s needed for a headfirst, all-consuming friendship, as intense as infatuation will be one day.

I laze in the swing and watch our toes make tracks in the frost on the blacktop. Then Chrissie is up and running. I follow, a step behind, a beat slower than her. We live on the ragged edge of Provo, where a few scattered houses crawl up the toe of the mountain, scrub oak and sun-white rock. We are running up the steep of Apple Avenue when I slip and go down. Gravel-dirty snow reddens my hands, rocks studded into my knee. I open my mouth and cry, sitting on my bottom while melting snow wets my pants. Chrissie helps me up and I limp dramatically the rest of the way home. Chrissie is off to her house and me into mine, tears drying on my cheeks. Mom’s bedroom door is closed. I touch it and know Mom is breathing on the other side. She is there in bed, Dad’s big orange abstract-expressionist angel painting on the wall above. The angel flies headfirst, one hand raised in blessing, eyes lowered to Mom’s dumb, dulled body. The angel’s hand is blessing her. The hand is holding her down.

I want to knock but know I shouldn’t. I lean my head against the door, listening through the wood for movement, voice, a Mom-shaped displacement of air. I’ve skinned my knee. I want Mom to kiss it better. That’s what moms do, they kiss skinned knees better. And I have a memory or maybe it was a dream of Mom gathering me in her arms and saying, Oh poor baby. No, I do remember it. I remember my head between her breasts and her kiss on the part in my hair and all the soft mom of her holding me while I cry. But I can’t remember when. I can’t place it in time, or with a particular event. This is what is in my head, outside her bedroom door with the brown wood and gold-tone doorknob, and I know how to use a bobby pin to pick the lock, but that would be the exact wrong thing to do. If I wake her up, she won’t be the mom who tucks her nose between my neck and shoulder to breathe me in. Her face will be pained, a line zipped between her eyebrows, and she will look at me with dull absence. I slide down the wall to sit and watch the blood bubble up on my knee.

Leda finds me at the end of the hall, my back against the linen closet. She helps me up, a finger held to her lips to shush me. In the bathroom she sets me on the counter, rubs at the knee with a rough washcloth. I try to cry quietly, Mom is just on the other side of the wall, but I’m not so good at that. My brothers say I sound like a car shifting gears: WAAAAAH-haaaa-haaaa. Leda sweeps her dark hair over one shoulder and looks at me with an exaggerated pout, then wipes her hand upward over her face, revealing a bright smile underneath. Wipe down: pout. Wipe up: smile. I panic, fighting my breath, then pull on a smile to match hers, chest hiccuping with leftover sobs.

We’re too much for Mom most days. My brothers, but especially my sister and me. If it wasn’t for us, maybe she’d be well. I am sucking away my mother’s life force simply by existing. All I have to offer is cheerfulness. The whole family needs it, Mom most of all. She bears the entire volume of our misery; the home cannot hold more. I am the youngest, I am sunny, it is my gift to jolly us all back to level, like my sister wiping her face into a smile.

Monday night is Family Home Evening. The church provides a lesson manual but ours goes largely unused.

Hey kids! yells my brother from the kitchen. Time for Family Home Draaag.

Most weeks it’s a wrangle over division of housework, dinner, dishes. Someone will stomp off to their room in tears, yelling, You Guys!

Tonight is home movies. Mom appears from the hallway in her purple Peter Max caftan, blinking her black eyes back to life. We did okay today, we kept her safe and now she’s up. We sit on the living room floor and Dad pulls the white blinds over our giant windows. My brother shuts off the light. Projector click-click-clicks and there’s Mom on their honeymoon. They were fireguards, camping in the desert, the Shivwits Plateau. Dad had jury-rigged a washing machine that Mom worked with a treadle like a miniature seesaw. Onscreen she is all beauty queen bravado, red lipstick, cat-eye glasses, rolled jeans and knotted white shirt. Her feet in ballet flats rock the treadle.

If I were well, says Mom from the couch, You’d all be spoiled rotten.

Her voice loves these words, draws them out, spoooiled rrrotten. She would cook and clean and sew ruffles on my skirts, meet my father after work with a glass of lemonade (no cocktails for Mormons).

I’m leaning against my sister’s legs, I feel her shift. A small, annoyed exhalation.

Mom as Donna Reed, Leda will say when we are grown, Not a chance.

Leda knew Mom in her more functional days, before her long slide into bed, before she got unsure at her edges, and even then she wasn’t terribly interested in the domestic arts. Mom’s black depression an excuse, then; or maybe her wish for a larger world was inverted, turned to despair. Punishment for wanting what wasn’t meant to be hers. All of us, all the siblings, will suspect in our private moments that she malingers. That she has brought this on herself. Mom’s illness has broken the celestial balance between husband and wife, her identity broken off from Dad’s, taking monstrous shape behind her closed door. She is broken, and so Dad and the rest of us must pick up the slack.

Your wives will be so lucky, says Mom to the boys.

Other boys don’t know how to cook or clean. When my brothers go on their missions at nineteen, they will be able to cook for themselves, not floundering and reduced to popcorn and canned soup like most young missionaries.

My sister and I are only doing what is expected, training for our wifely vocation. Of necessity we have skipped lessons, and so our home is lumpy and unfinished. We do not slice our sandwiches diagonally or sweep cobwebs from the ceiling. We do not wash our hands before dinner. There are things we don’t know about homemaking that I won’t even hear of until I’m grown. This harasses my sister who would have a clockwork home if she could, who will when she is married, blue-carpeted and squeaking with Ajax.

In the home movie, Dad shows how they measure rainfall, lifting the dipstick and grinning. He is already balding but handsome in his van Dyke beard.

Then the camera back in Dad’s hands, and Mom laughs from behind her Mad magazine, waves her hand dismissively. Oh stop, she mouths.

Back then, possibilities spooled out in front of her, a thousand potential lives.

I’ve imagined a different life for Mom. One where she was free. No husband, no children. I try to imagine a world where I would never exist. She would have found power in her writing, I’m sure of it. Her poetry on shelves in libraries. This fantasy is so vivid I can see her striding a Paris street in flowing trousers, free and gloriously eccentric.

But that life was never available to her, not really. The story lived inside her as much as it lives in the world around us. She couldn’t step outside the story, and though I’ve tried it’s like jumping out of your own skin.

Mom the formidable poetess would have been seen as a monster. More, she would have seen herself as monstrous. And when her brain kicked off a bipolar storm—as it would, in no life could she escape the shocks that made her vulnerable, no scenario where her chemical makeup wouldn’t be jostled to break—it would have been seen as evidence of her monstrosity.

She is crazy, people would think, she would think, because she thought she could make up a new story.

Mom comes home with a stylish scarf around her neck, lipstick, perfume. She’s been at the bank. She stands in the entryway, red front door behind her, lights overhead like she’s onstage. She tosses her hair back.

I have credit now, she says. Credit in my own name.

Until now it wasn’t possible, a woman couldn’t have credit without a husband or father’s signature.

My brothers tell me a riddle: Okay, a boy and his father are in a car accident. The father dies instantly. The kid is put in an ambulance and taken to the hospital. The surgeon takes one look at the kid and says,

I can’t operate on this boy! He’s my son!

Who’s the surgeon? my brothers ask.

This stumps me.

There is one grand evergreen in Kiwanis Park at the bottom of Apple Avenue, next to Wasatch Elementary School. With the first breath of spring, snow melted, Chrissie leads me up the branches where they are bare, close to the trunk, needles shielding us from the world outside. My legs are shaking, the ground far enough to squish me if I fall, but Chrissie is fearless. We perch inside the dark of the tree and Chrissie tries to teach me how to whistle through my cupped hands. I fail, and fail again, fail again.

∼

Mom says she knew I was a dancer when I was six months old.

I was listening to a Herb Alpert album, she says, the one with the whipped cream on the cover? And you were in your Johnny Jump-Up, and I looked, and there you were, bouncing to the music! Just a coincidence, I said. But the record stopped and you stopped. And when I put on another record, you started up again, keeping perfect time.

Your first full sentence, she says, was, I want to dance.

I am going to be a prima ballerina, I am sure of this. Mom has already created my legend, my origin story, though I will eventually doubt that bit about my first sentence. I’m all in now. I have a pink picture book, A Very Young Dancer, perfect girl in perfectly done hair and leotard and tights. She is a fairy princess in the recital, and that will be me. I climb up the carpeted stairs to ballet class, a red star painted on the wall, red arrow pointing upward to stardom. The classroom ceiling leaks, and on rainy days the particleboard floor warps. The piano has dead keys, and I know by heart the pianist’s favorite pieces when she hits the A above middle C with a click-thunk.

When I’m grown I’ll learn that Dad paid for my lessons with artwork. No money for ballet, but the ballet mistress has a gallery of Dad’s work, her walls crowded with figure studies.

After class I take my hair out of its ballet bun, it stands up and back from my face in wide waves. I step from the bathroom down the hall to Mom’s room. She is sitting up in bed and I bring her my day, the world outside her bed, the people I’ve met, characters at school, at ballet class. I dance the choreography we learned today: pas de chat, pas de chat, pas de bourrée.

Come here, Ultra Violet, she says. Let me see your wild hair.

Ultra Violet. I know who she is, I know she is part of Andy Warhol’s Factory. Nobody else in Provo knows who Ultra Violet is, or even Andy Warhol.

I already know that I don’t fit in at school. Chrissie is my shield, my bodyguard, my proof of legitimacy. By myself I’m all wrong. I wear the peach pantsuit Leda made with grass embroidered on the hem of the pants and a flower growing from the jacket pocket. Too colorful for Happy Valley, too modern, too experimental. Not quiet like the neighbors’ handmade clothes, plain blouses, simple skirts. Not fresh-from-the-store like the rich kids further up the mountainside, their Peter Pan collars and crisp jeans.

(Maybe Mom made the pantsuit. She is good with a sewing machine and more eccentric than Leda, but her projects taper off as her sickness grows.)

We can’t afford new clothes; it’s hand-me-downs or my sister’s creations done up on the sewing machine.

The brothers are tall in the kitchen, their legs a forest of blue jeans. I’ve gotten out of bed in my white nightgown, the waves of laughter and music from the stereo finally unbearable. I’m missing out on all the fun. I’ve been carried here on their voices and I’m in love with all of them, warmed in kitchen light, dark night massed outside our living room windows.

You’re supposed to be in bed, says Jonah.

Please, I say. I grab his hands and put my feet on his.

Okay, okay, he says.

We dance, my feet on his, and I’m bursting open with happiness.

We live in Utah Valley but my brothers sarcastically call it Happy Valley. The church enjoins us to be in but not of the world; we are in but not of Utah. We make a distinction between Mormon and Utah Mormon. You can be Mormon and be an artist like Dad, you can be Mormon and a poet like Mom, but these collisions are suspect in Happy Valley. Even more suspect is Mom sealed up in her bedroom, rarely attending church.

I wish I could go to sacrament meeting, she will say. Already I hate the martyred face she makes, held stiff as if too much movement will crack it.

But she wants to be well, or she wants to want to be well. She wants to eat the Wonder Bread embodiment of Christ, drink the water in little paper cups standing in for His blood. She wants us to know it’s not her fault. She feels left out of church the way I feel left out after my bedtime while the brothers stay up late.

The brothers give me a glass of water, push me back toward bed. Like Mom I’m trapped here in my room, floating in lonely dark.

I’m home from school with a stomachache, propped up in bed with a book open on my knees but I can’t read. I close my eyes and hear the mountains behind our house whisper, one to the other. Mom calls me from the doorway and I drag myself out of bed, book falling to the floor. She ushers me into her bathroom to give me an enema. She is forceful and efficient with the tube. She is intimate with violent cures; we’re going through this ordeal together on the bathmat. I sit on the toilet, naked from the waist down, my feet dangling above the floor. I’m folded over my stomach and crying. Shit explodes out of me like a confetti cannon on the fourth of July. I don’t yet know the word shit, and we don’t use the word poop. I can’t remember what word my family uses for the substance jackhammering the toilet water. I cry louder, mouth open. I want her to know how miserable this is.

She knows. She administers enemas to herself, too. Before her death, her body will have been sliced open several times. Already her uterus is gone. Years from now her gall bladder will follow and her stomach will be sewed down to the size of a coin purse. She will have screws installed in her ankles. Electrodes fastened to her head and current shocked through her limbs. She will go on juice fasts and diet shakes and stuff herself with herbal potions. She will get Heavy, then Skinny, then Heavy, and Skinny again. She will turn herself in front of a bank of full-spectrum lights like a chicken on a rotisserie. And she will take drugs to even out her moods, drugs to lift her depression, drugs to focus her attention, wake her up, put her to sleep, to offset the side effects of the other drugs, drugs to prevent seizures and aphasic episodes or maybe the drugs will cause aphasia or seizures. She will shake when a dose is late, or she will be unable to assemble a coherent sentence. She will panic if Dad is unable to refill a prescription, eyes gone opaque, black with fear.



OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
WIVING

A Memoir of Loving Then
Leaving the Patriarchy

Caitlin Myer

i

ARCADE PUBLISHING * NEW YORK





OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
WIVING





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
“A beautiful, heartbreaking book grappling
with what it means to live in a female body.”

—NAYOMI MUNAWEERA, award-winning author

of Island of a Thousand Mirrors

AMEMOR
OF LOVING





