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introduction

a childhood crossword puzzle
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1.   A description of my mother, starting with the letter “L.” Not lesbian, that’s too easy. Liberal is also good, but I’m looking for a physical description. Give up? Librarian. Yes, I know, she has never been employed at a library, but if you ask anyone at all to describe my mother, they all choose “librarian” as their first word. She is well-read and loves philosophic and political discussions. However, she is deceptively sweet—few people would guess how fiendish she is at Cards Against Humanity. A game that relies on shock value and twisted humor to win, my mother always wins.

2.   My best friend, confidant, fellow rabble-rouser, and occasional arch-nemesis. Also, my only full-blooded sibling. Matthew, with two Ts. Want to know something funny? I didn’t know about that second T in Matthew until I was in fifth grade. I’m not entirely sure he did either. No one paid much attention to Matt back then, unless he was in trouble. I always sort of figured that’s why he ended up six foot nine inches tall. He grew and grew until the world couldn’t ignore him anymore.

3.   What is wrong with my mother’s partner, Pat, herewith referred to as my stepmother. But what about my father’s wives, you ask? Aren’t they also my stepmothers? Well, yes, but he was always switching them out for new ones. I think of them more as … numbers. Wife #4, Wife #5, Wife #5½, etc. The word “stepmother” in this book refers to my mother’s one true love. She’s been around the longest, anyway—from when I was three until the present. Now that we have that straightened out, let’s get back to the crossword. What exactly is wrong with my stepmother? I guess it depends on who you ask. At first it was clinical depression, but that changed to manic depression. Yes, I know it’s called “bipolar disorder” now, but that’s not the word our family uses. We’ve always had our own preferred words for things, just like we said “gay” instead of “lesbian” when I was growing up. Yes, I do see how other diagnoses might fit her better, but I’m not a doctor, so I am not allowed an opinion, no matter how many online “diagnose yourself” quizzes I have taken on her behalf. Just write down “mental illness”; we’ll sort it out later.

4.   The city where I grew up. You don’t need the specific suburb, no one can spell Irondequoit, not even spell-check. You give up? You don’t like my game? Rochester. It’s in New York, on Lake Ontario. No, I’ve never been to New York City. It’s a six-hour drive and everyone I knew in college who went there got their luggage stolen. Toronto was only a three-hour drive, and everyone there knew how to use their turn signal. Rochester was the home of Kodak, Xerox, and Bausch + Lomb back then. My grandparents were given the chance to buy shares in Xerox before it was incorporated, but they felt it was too risky. Yeah, I know, pity.

5.   My nickname growing up. No, not Lezzie. Four letters. Not slut, either, though I heard that a lot, too. I mean the one my parents still call me. The one that makes me cringe. Lolly. Isn’t that sweet? It’s downright gack-worthy. Lolly is five letters? Okay, drop one of the Ls. That works, now, doesn’t it? It’s more important to be creative than accurate sometimes. At least that is what my father tells me.

6.   One of my biggest childhood secrets. No, not the fact that my mother was a lesbian—that’s too obvious, and it has too many letters. Not my stepmother’s mental illness—they kept that secret even from me until I was older. I am looking for the answer to why my mother was in and out of the hospital and doctor’s offices for most of my childhood—why she wore tape over the left side of her glasses and had four corneal transplants. I wasn’t allowed to tell people my mother had herpes. They would think it was the sexual kind. It wasn’t; it was the oral kind that settled in her eye and eventually took her vision. There are drugs for that, you say? She was ten months too early. You don’t like the word herpes as an answer? Feels too gooey? Just write bad eye. That’s good enough. If you leave out the space in the middle it will fit.

7.   How I rebelled against my parents in high school. What, you didn’t know me then so it isn’t a fair question? Well, take a guess. Nope, not the time I shaved my head. That was accidental. Besides, how do you really piss off a lesbian? No, I mean piss them off more than just dating unemployed loser musicians. Teenaged sex, well, yes, but think bigger. Worse than smoking pot and skipping school. (Yes, of course I did that.) Give up yet? Rush Limbaugh. That’s right. I became a “ditto-head” praising Jesus and hating “feminazis.” Even voted for George Bush in my first presidential election. Take that, Mom! I’ll rebel and screw up the country at the same time! I know, I know, you’re thinking, but she looks so sweet. You have no idea how diabolical I can be.

8.   My father’s profession, in Latin. Okay, I can’t spell it either, so I’ll just copy and paste it for you. Pediatric Gastroenterologist—the digestive tracts of children. My father devoted his life to the study of burps, farts, shit, and vomit. He’s very good at removing quarters from children’s stomachs with a little tube called an endoscope. I’ve seen it done. I’ve also watched him stretch a child’s esophagus, which involved a lot of vomiting and crying. He swore the boy was given an amnesia-inducing agent so he wouldn’t remember any of it. I wish I had been given the drug as well, as I cannot forget it. Attachment disorder, he tells me, makes for a very good doctor. Dad could never be a vet; he could never hurt an animal, “even to save its life,” he told me. Children, on the other hand, were something different entirely.

9.   The city where my father moved when I was four years old. Hint: it’s the biggest city in the only state in America that doesn’t have counties. What, you don’t remember high school geography? Anchorage, Alaska. Four thousand, one hundred and seventy-one miles away from my mother. Of course he wanted to be involved with his children—he just wanted them to experience the joy of commercial travel a few times a year. What kid doesn’t like a twelve-hour trip without parents? Our mother gave us snacks for the plane. There were flight attendants to help us make connecting flights. Anchorage had mountains. It was beautiful. Don’t tell me New York has the Adirondacks. My father doesn’t believe in them. No, he told me so when I was a kid—New York has big hills, not mountains. He’s a doctor—remember? An educated man. He wouldn’t get that wrong.

10. The number of times my father has been married. Here, I’ll help: Jackie, Sharon, Judy, Margaret, Jan, Theresa, Tricia. Seven. But it’s not entirely his fault, he tells me. Jackie didn’t really count. They had a marriage of convenience—he needed to move out of his mother’s house, and she wanted to get into medical school. Two through five were legitimate, but his second ex-wife, Sharon, died and sent him Theresa, wife number six, to be his “one true love and his second chance at being a father.” When that didn’t work according to plan, she sent him Tricia, wife number seven, to once again be his “soul mate and second-second chance at being a father.” It’s not Dad’s fault that Sharon’s ghost was a lousy matchmaker; he could have reduced the total by one if she had been more skilled. What, you’ll never be able to remember all those names in order? Fine. We’ll just call them #One, #Two, #Three, #Four, etc.

11. The number of stepmothers I have had with my father. Hint: it’s one less than my half-sister Juli had. Here, I’ll help: four. No, Rose didn’t count. They were engaged for five years but never married. Okay, four and a half then. Don’t ask me how you’ll make it fit. You were the one who insisted on accuracy.

12. The number of stepbrothers and -sisters I have had, combined. Don’t count my half-sister Juli; we have the same biological father. Step is Latin for “not my family.” You didn’t know I took Latin? Well, maybe I didn’t. Take four from Margaret, five from Jan, two from Theresa, and the current four from Tricia. Fifteen. What about Stan and Tony? No, they don’t count, I don’t care what my father says. They are my half-sister’s half-brothers on her mother’s side. Juli and I have the same father, different mothers, so her half-brothers are not my blood. Their mother divorced my father before I was born, so they aren’t step-anything. No, there won’t be a quiz at the end. You can relax.

13. How many times I’ve been divorced. Just twice: Samson and Mike. When your father’s been married seven times, you know that two trips around the carousel are all the rides you are allotted. I prefer to make my own embarrassing mistakes, not repeat his. No, three times is not a charm. Wedding rings have a habit of making husbands lose interest in me. I would never subject a good relationship to the court system—there is no part of me that wants to walk down that aisle again. Nope, no way. Except those wedding dresses are really pretty …

Did you like my little puzzle? What do you mean, I was supposed to sort them by “across” and “down?” Someone should have told me sooner. My family has never been good at fitting into boxes or following the rules. I’m glad I was able to have it make sense at all.


notes from the fourth wall

this is how it feels to write about lesbian parents

It feels like strong female hands pushing you forward, while their hope presses down on your face and shoulders. It is your face they want to put on a poster, your voice they expect to proclaim to the world how normal and beautiful it is to be raised by lesbians. You can’t breathe—the air is thickened with the expectation and hope of a generation of lesbian parents. You look back into their shining, happy eyes, these women who have been your extended family, who came to New Year’s Eve parties every year and tied your shoelaces for you when you were small. You know you can’t write the story they expect, these nice normal lesbians, because you don’t actually know what it feels like to be raised by nice normal lesbians. You only know what it was like to be raised with a mentally ill lesbian stepmother and a mother trying her hardest to keep the family together. Their sexuality was far less significant.

You also know that if you write the truth, the anti-gay movement will put your face on their posters instead. It seems like there is no way to just write your story without becoming someone’s poster child. You are not just your own voice, your own history—rather, you carry the expectations of both extremes.

The truth is that you don’t know many lesbian parents. Your parents didn’t have many friends with children. There was Marty, whose son Jim was a year older than your brother. There was Marilyn, who had a baby when you were eleven, but her child wasn’t even close to being your peer. That was the circle you had growing up.

Once, in college, you met a girl your exact age who said, “It took me a long time to realize my mother wasn’t a bad parent because she was gay, she was a bad parent because she was an alcoholic.” Back when you were eighteen, this casual conversation in a parking lot gave voice to everything you had always felt but had not known how to say, except, of course, that neither of your lesbian parents were alcoholics. It was always murkier for you.


the early years



girl

Picture a scrawny little girl, with shoulder blades that stick out like chicken wings, an outie belly button, and detached earlobes. She has big brown eyes and messy brown hair. When Stepmother combs Girl’s hair with a fine-toothed men’s comb, it bites into her scalp and makes her cry, so she avoids combing her hair as much as possible. Her knees are stained brownish-green from playing outside, and her bathtub is filled with waterlogged Barbies—her favorite toys.

Every night her family eats at the kitchen table—Girl in the seat up against the north wall, because she is the only one little enough to fit there; Brother to her right, pushed up against the western wall for the same reason; Mother across from Girl and closest to the fridge; and Stepmother, Mother’s “wusband” (woman-husband), at the head of the table next to the stove. The table is wood-grained Formica, the floor is green asbestos tile that wouldn’t take a shine, and the overhead light is a circular fluorescent tube light that makes a tttttts like an electronic insect when the switch is flipped on. Girl’s father lives far off in Alaska, the divorce so long ago that Girl can’t remember when he and Mother were married.

[image: images]

Girl learned early on that she could tune out the world if she had a good book, but her room is always a mess and she always loses the ones from the library, or forgets how many she had to return, and the librarian sometimes makes her leave the library until she pays off her late fees, so she reads the books she already owns over and over. She tries to read at dinner to avoid talking to her family, but Stepmother says, “Put the book away. I’m afraid you will never develop social skills if you read all the time.” Sometimes Stepmother gets a little teary-eyed when she tells Girl, “I just want you to have friends and not have your nose stuck in a book.” This makes Girl want to fight and scream because she needs some way to stop her brain from thinking so hard: from replaying all the voices of the kids at school, or the sound of her Stepmother always criticizing, and mostly to drown out that small, sad conviction that she is not, and never will be, worth loving by anyone.

[image: images]

She wanted to run away from home. By third grade she had learned to read and write cursive, and could multiply three-digit numbers and do long division. She figured that she had all the skills she needed to make her way in the world. She tried to save her allowance in a plastic sandwich bag hidden in the backyard shed, but she always gave in and unburied the bag of nickels and quarters hidden under the straw. She walked two blocks to the corner store to buy candy, which she ate quickly, as was the house rule: all candy must be consumed on the walk home and the wrapper thrown away outside. She looked at the empty wrapper in her hand and wished she could remember tasting the second Twix bar.

[image: images]

When she opened the side door to the house, she didn’t notice the smell of dog and dirty litter boxes. When the family got the second cat Girl promised to clean the cat box every week, but her resolve lasted only a few days. Stepmother always complained that the smell came up through the heat register and kept her from sleeping. This gave Girl a secret schadenfreude, though of course she didn’t know that word yet, only the feel of evil pleasure. She “pretended” to forget to change the litter as long as possible, just as she rubbed her dirty-socked feet on Stepmother’s pillow whenever she watched TV in her parents’ bedroom.

[image: images]

Girl vacillated between fear, longing, and rage, but she learned to suppress the rage as long as possible, so the fear and longing flowed into the space that rage used to occupy. She wanted to be good. She did not want to be anything like Stepmother. When Girl was small, she had a waffle-knit blue blanket with a satin edge. She brought it everywhere she went, dragging it behind her until it turned gray and the original baby blue was only visible deep in the weft. The waffle-knit devolved into mostly strings in a vague blanket shape, and the satin edge was frayed. “When are you going to get rid of that rag?” the teenaged girls who lived down the hill asked her. It was the same thing Stepmother was always asking. When Girl was four she summoned all her resolve and gave the blanket to Mother and told her to throw it away. Girl ran to her bedroom and threw herself on the bottom of the bunk bed she shared with Brother and cried facedown into her pillow so Mother wouldn’t know that she had changed her mind. Mother had been so proud of her for giving up bankie. Girl missed bankie for weeks, months, years. She thought it was gone forever, so there was no point in saying anything to Mother. Besides, then Mother would no longer be proud of what a big girl she was. That was the start of the longing.

Years later, Girl learned that Mother kept the blanket in a paper bag in the closet until Girl graduated high school. She was surprised that Mother was so sentimental—it wasn’t a side she had ever seen. And Girl was also secretly enraged to learn that her bankie was right there all along and she could have had that hole filled up inside her, if only she had asked.

The fear was as large as the longing. If Girl’s closet door was open, she had nightmares. If she knocked on her parents’ door, Stepmother would scream at her to go back to bed. She spent a lot of time awake in the dark.

At Father’s house, she had the same nightmare every year. It was a parade of people wearing white dust masks and floating by on a river of smoke. She didn’t know why it scared her so much, or why she dreamed it every summer. At Mother’s house her dreams were all different. She didn’t remember the plot lines when she woke up, but the feel of them would stay wrapped around her for days. Lingering terror lived in the tension of her small muscles, seeped into the marrow of her bones, and combined with all the real-world issues she worried about: bullies at school, nuclear war, getting lost in the grocery store, disappointing her mother, and of course Stepmother’s erratic rage.



mother

Mother met Father when he was still married to Sharon, his second wife, although Mother thought Sharon was his first. She didn’t know about Jackie until she and Father applied for their own marriage license. Father said his first was a marriage of convenience and barely counted. “She couldn’t get into medical school unless she was married, I couldn’t move out of my mother’s house until I was married. That’s all it was,” Father told her. At that point, it was too late for second thoughts. Mother was eight years younger than Father, with long black hair down to her waist, an hourglass figure that she wished was a little less padded, and clear hazel eyes. “Your father told me he had an open marriage with Sharon, but I refused to date him until he was separated,” Mother told Girl years later.

Juli, Sharon’s daughter and Girl’s half-sister, had a different story. “I remember when your mother first came around. ‘Dad’s got a new girlfriend,’ my mom said. And that woman was your mother,” Juli told Girl. Juli was eight years older than Girl, practically a grown-up.

There was a handmade kitchen table in Girl’s basement, stained a pale blue, and on the bottom was carved, MADE BY CLINT LILLIBRIDGE AND HIS TWO WIVES, SHARON AND CARRIE, so at least the open marriage part of the story could be verified.

“Your father’s marriage did not survive the death of Sebrina, Juli’s older sister,” Mother explained to Girl. “Most marriages fall apart when a child dies. It’s sad, but it happens.”

Mother and Father had a whirlwind romance, marrying at the courthouse. Mother wore a leopard-print minidress, and Father wore jeans. They brought Millie, Mother’s mother, flowers on the way to the ceremony. No one could imagine a wedding with Mother’s father so recently deceased. Mother thought she and Father had a good marriage, even though she thought it was a little unnatural that they never fought. Father was studying for his boards in pediatrics, and she got pregnant with Brother, and then Girl. Millie died before Brother was born, but Mother was close to her brother and cousins. She was not yet without family. Then one day she opened the glove box in her VW Bug and found a pair of women’s panties that were not her own. There was a one-year anniversary card as well. Mother was six months pregnant with Girl at the time.

“I thought we had an open marriage,” Father had said, although clearly this was wishful thinking on his part. Mother dragged him to counseling, where he wrote down only her name under “name of patient” on the intake form. By the time Girl was crawling, Mother asked Father to move out. As soon as Mother sorted out a place to live and had packed their things, she and the children left. It had been his house, after all, and it didn’t seem right to keep it.
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Mother stood at the top of the mountain, skis pointed downhill. She had buried her father, then spent two years watching her mother slowly die. She thought her happiness had ended with her marriage, but here she was. She looked down the slope at the white-frosted pines, the diamond snow, not just watching life out the window anymore, but being a part of it. She pushed off with her poles, the wind flowing across her cheeks, listening to the shhh-shhh of her skis as she pushed with one leg, then the other. She bent over in a crouch and let gravity do the rest. The universe was pulling her along, buoying her up, giving her what she needed.

[image: images]

Although Mother could provide adequately for the children, she wanted to do better than always living paycheck to paycheck. She wanted to raise them up to a higher standard of living, so she enrolled at the University of Rochester to finish her bachelor’s. It meant signing up for food stamps and taking the last of her savings and buying a single-wide trailer. The day she walked into the government office and admitted that she needed help—there weren’t words to describe the humiliation she felt. Afterward she took the last fifty bucks out of her checking account and bought a red sweater. It was dumb and frivolous and irresponsible, but somehow, it had felt necessary to do something that was for just her, not the children—something impractical that said she was still important, still visible, still deserving of nice things. She was flying on hope, flying down the ski slope and out of poverty and into a rich life filled with books and politics and new ideas. And she was carrying the children along with her.

It was hard being poor. She wanted to give the kids everything, but she had so little. Sometimes, at the end of the month, she pulled out the beige flannel bag that held her father’s coin collection and cashed in a few to make ends meet. She made a sandbox out of uncooked oatmeal for her toddlers to play in at one end of the living room. She stapled blankets over the thin trailer walls in the winter to keep out the wind. But she could feel her mind expanding with every class: psychology, literature, the composition classes she was so good at, and the math her brother, Lewis, had to help her understand. Plenty of guys asked her out, and she dated a few of them, but she was protective of her time, her new life. And let’s be honest, men didn’t want to settle down with a woman who already had children.
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Their first Christmas alone, Girl asked Mother, “What are you going to ask Santa for?”

“Oh, I don’t know. A ski rack for the car,” Mother said. She thought that would be the end of it, but Girl and Brother kept bringing it up, kept saying how they were sure Santa would bring her a ski rack. Eventually, Mother found one on clearance and wrapped it for herself, so they wouldn’t lose their faith in Mr. Claus. Mother had a band saw and a jigsaw inherited from her father, and after the kids were asleep, or when they were at Father’s, she made them wooden elephants on wheels, with a handle on top to roll them back and forth.

The night before Christmas, Girl woke up and had to go to the bathroom. Girl’s bedroom in the trailer had a tiny half-bath, but for some reason, she refused to use it.

“I wanna use your bathroom, Mommy,” Girl said.

“But you have a nice little bathroom all of your own right here!” Oh Lord, if Girl walked through the living room and saw the presents under the tree, it would be all over. Mother did not want to do Christmas at 2 a.m.

“Please, Mommy,” Girl asked, her lower lip sticking out.

“Okay, okay,” she said. Mother picked up Girl and carried her through the living room. Girl’s big brown eyes looked at all the presents, but she didn’t say a word. She used the bathroom, then Mother carried her back through the living room, and Girl looked and looked, but still didn’t speak. Thankfully, she went back to sleep as soon as Mother tucked her in.



feminism

Mother discovered feminism in college. It was like discovering the atom bomb. Long conversations about inequality and overcoming society’s mores kept her up late at night. She wasn’t afraid to work for justice, carrying picket signs for the Equal Rights Amendment, taking the children along on protest marches and shushing them during the speeches at consciousness-raising rallies. She never burned a bra, because that would be completely impractical and uncomfortable, but she cheered while other women did. She threw out her makeup, high heels, and razor blade and became a natural woman. She had already cut her hair short as soon as the babies were old enough to pull it, but the style showed off her strong cheekbones. Her hair went gray early, but she liked how the white streaks at her temples contrasted with her nearly-black hair.
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Mother went with a friend to a lesbian party and stood at the edge of the dance floor, not at all sure how she felt about this. All she knew was that every time she got into a relationship with men, she lost her voice and fell back into the same sex-stereotyped role she hated. And besides, none of the men she met wanted anything beyond sex from a woman with children. Her friend Marty convinced her to dance with a woman named Bonnie, and before the season changed Mother and Bonnie moved in together—just like the joke said: “What do lesbians do on the third date? Rent a U-Haul.”

[image: images]

Girl wanted a baby doll, but Mother refused. She was not raising her daughter to be a housewife who wasted her life taking care of children. No dolls. None. No babies, no sex-symbol Barbies with their unrealistic proportions. That worked until Mother came home from class one day when Girl was three. Girl had taken a five-pound bag of kitty litter and wrapped it in her blankie. She was rocking her “baby” and singing it songs. After that, Mother gave up and bought Girl a baby doll. She even bought Barbies for her every Christmas. But she did not let the children watch Hee Haw or Archie Bunker. There was only so far she was willing to go.

Mother wanted the children to be sex-positive—no shame, no negative labels, no sexist expectations. She wanted Girl to phone boys she liked, not wait for them to call her. Nothing was more pathetic than a girl wasting her weekend waiting for the phone to ring. She told both kids the basic facts of reproduction when they were in preschool, before they asked too many embarrassing questions. She taught them the medical terms for their bodies—no dingle-dangle or boobs or titties. She gave Girl a book when she was in fourth grade. It said, “sex is for love, sex is for baby-making, and sex is for fun, and any of those reasons are okay, as long as both people are on the same page.” She made sure Girl knew where her copy of Our Bodies, Ourselves was on the bookshelf, and encouraged her to look between her legs with a mirror so she would know what was down there.

Girl squeezed the back of her calf. Was that what her breasts would feel like? She wondered how the woman breathed when the man lay on top of her. She called boys, but they did not call her back. This whole free love thing, it was like Girl was doing the Macarena and everyone else was dancing the Electric Slide. She didn’t know the choreography, and everyone knew she was that kind of girl long before she did. But she wasn’t intentionally flouting the rules; she never knew they existed.



yearning

Mother divorced Father when Girl was eighteen months old, Brother three years, Mother thirty-one. Mother cried a lot that year—facedown on her bed, pillow muffling her sobs, the same way Girl cried. One day Girl toddled into her mother’s bedroom and found Mother crying. Girl left wordlessly, then returned with her beloved blue bankie and handed it to Mother. It was the best thing she had to offer. Right then, Girl decided that it was her job to take care of her mother above all else, even above herself.

When Girl forgot and was pouty because she didn’t get her way, or was lazy with her chores, or didn’t work hard enough at school, later it would stab inside her chest, like a stick that was sharpened at both ends. Mother’s disappointment spun an invisible line of remorse, connecting Girl’s forehead to her navel, contracting her skinny, flat-chested torso into the letter C, Girl’s insides filled with something that burned like acid. Shame. She wanted to die.
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Mother stood in front of the white stove with electric burners, only some of which worked. There was always a shiny silver percolator on the counter. Under her feet was a cracked green asbestos tile floor. Masculine—and ugly—brown paneling went halfway up the walls. Limp, fly-specked, yellow-and-white-checked curtains with daisies on them framed the window. The white countertop was veined in gold like marble, but made out of a thin sheet of some smooth plastic-y stuff with a gray metal ribbed edge holding it down. Girl wrapped her six-year-old body around Mother’s leg, and Mother dragged Girl around the kitchen as she cooked dinner. Girl was too needy, but somehow Mother tolerated it. Girl knew that she had to let Mother breathe, to step back, to stop hugging her mother as hard as she could, to just get enough Mommy to get by for a little while, even if it was not enough to feel full. She forced herself to let go when Mother said, “Girl, you’re smothering me.” Girl knew she needed to love Mother less, so she didn’t devour both of them. And her inability to let go of Mother’s leg filled her with the shame of over-wanting.



father

When Girl was three, Father lived a few miles away with his new wife, #Four. The children visited him every other weekend. At Father’s house, Girl shared a room with Brother, which Father kept locked at night.

One morning the sky through the curtainless window was starting to grow lighter, but it wasn’t bright enough to signal that the day had arrived. Girl knew that it wasn’t time to get up yet, but she had to go to the bathroom. She rattled the white metal doorknob, but it was locked.

“Daddy? I have to tinkle!” she called through the closed door as she knocked. No answer came. Girl pounded the door with her fist. Pounding hurt less than knocking on the old wooden door. She shifted her weight back and forth in what Mother called “the pee-pee dance.”

“Daddy! I have to tinkle! Bad!” Brother rolled over and faced the wall, ignoring her, but there was nothing he could do to help, anyway.

Girl held her hand between her legs, her fingers holding back the stream of urine. Father wasn’t coming. She would have to use the mayonnaise jar he left between the children’s beds when he locked them in last night. Her four-year-old brother could pee in the jar just fine, but it was harder for a girl. She pulled her nightie up around her waist and squatted over the jar, but she couldn’t see down there and missed the small glass opening. Warm urine ran down Girl’s leg and splashed over her feet, puddling on the wood floor as hot tears flooded her cheeks. Girl cried and called again for Father. It isn’t fair, she thought. I am a big girl, I know how to use the bathroom on my own, and little girls can’t pee in jars. She pulled her cotton nightgown over her head and tried to dry her legs off with it, then left it in the puddle of pee for Father to find when he finally woke up and unlocked the door.
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That Christmas Father gave Brother an anatomically correct boy-doll with blond curly hair. It peed if you gave it a bottle. Father was very excited for Brother to open this gift in particular—it was the first gift Father pulled out from the pile. Girl was very interested in the naked doll’s plastic molded penis, which was different from Brother’s. It looked like a pink elephant trunk. Not understanding the difference between circumcised and uncircumcised penises, Girl wanted to look closer to see what was wrong with it.

“No, Girl! It’s not your doll! Get back and let Brother see it!” Father held the naked doll in the crook of his arm. “Look, Brother, this is how you feed your baby.” Father tilted the little white bottle up to the doll’s open mouth. The instant the baby started to “drink,” a stream of water arced out of the doll’s plastic penis.

“Get a bucket!” Father yelled to #Four, jumping out of the old brown armchair. He held the doll at arm’s length while it continued emptying its body cavity of water. #Four ran to the kitchen to get a bucket, but it was too late—Father and the rug were soaked. Girl was glad the doll peed on her father, even if it was really just water.

[image: images]

Girl and Brother watched as Father and #Four put the last few boxes into their yellow-and-white Dodge van they called Big Mama. They closed the doors with a final bang. Father had a scraggly hippy beard and his hair curled over his collar. #Four had long white-blond hair past her shoulder blades, straight and fine as corn silk. They were all smiles as they gave the children one last hug and climbed up to the white leather front seats. They were moving to Alaska. Father, #Four, and her teenaged children were driving from Rochester, New York, up the Al-Can Highway to Anchorage, over four thousand miles away. The van trailed dust clouds and exhaust as the children waved until Big Mama turned the corner at the end of the city block. Girl didn’t know why Father didn’t want them to go, too, and she wondered if she would ever see Father again.

After the van drove away, the children went back to Mother and Stepmother’s house on Lake Road. Mother was in graduate school and worked as a nanny for a family with nine children. The two-bedroom house was part of her salary and sat at the top of her employer’s property. They all shared the same yard, though the children knew the manicured lawn, like their house, wasn’t really their own.

When the children got home, Brother went into the bathroom and turned on the faucet. The sink was old and it had two faucets, one for hot and one for cold, each with a white porcelain x-shaped handle. Brother took a photograph of Father that he was holding in his hand and held it under the running water. He rubbed his thumb over and over his father’s picture until the color came off and Father’s face ran down the drain. Girl wondered how he knew that would happen.
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When Brother was five and Girl was four, they went to visit their father in Alaska. #Four’s children were there: Jane, the oldest, was sixteen; Sara was fourteen; and Anne was twelve. Three girls with long, straight, white-blond hair. So pretty and cool in their hip-hugger bell-bottoms. Girl’s half-sister Juli was twelve, the same age as Anne, and Juli was blood, not step, so Girl always loved her best. Father and #Four only had two bedrooms downstairs, so they split up Brother and Girl. In one room slept Juli and Sara, in the other was Jane. There was a brown couch in Jane’s room, and a camper in the driveway. Brother and Girl alternated nights—one in the camper, one on the couch—then they switched, except neither of the youngest children wanted to sleep outside in the driveway alone. The camper smelled like mildew, it was scary, and there was no one nearby.

One night it was Brother’s turn to sleep outside, but he cried to Father. “I’m scared, I don’t want to sleep in the camper, I wanna sleep inside,” he said. As usual, Father could not resist his only boy.

“Fine,” he said, “Girl can sleep outside again.”

“But it’s not my turn! I slept there last night!” Girl protested. Her lower lip stuck out and her face melted into tears. It was so scary outside alone. It wasn’t fair.

“Stop your blubbering!” Father yelled, scooping up Girl and throwing her across the room. Her small body thudded against the couch, then was still. Juli ran to her sister’s ragdoll body, not sure if she should touch her, shake her, pick her up—willing her to cry, to speak, to breathe. Finally, Girl opened her eyes and put her arms around Juli’s neck.

“She’s sleeping with me tonight,” Juli said, and that was the end of it. She wasn’t going to let anything happen to Girl, not if she could help it.



juli and sebrina

Juli loved Girl more than anything. When Girl’s mother got pregnant, Juli knew she would have a sister because she had prayed for a sister every night since God took Sebrina away. The first time Girl’s mother was pregnant she had a boy, which was fine and all, but Juli already had two half-brothers from her own mother’s first marriage. This time, she knew God would give her a sister, and He did.

Juli was eight when Girl was born, and she flew from Seattle to Rochester to see the baby. Juli was short—she hadn’t outgrown her clothes in three years, but her parents didn’t seem to notice—and she had coarse red hair and baby blue eyes behind thick glasses. She couldn’t wait until she was old enough for contact lenses.

Juli didn’t remember much about Sebrina. She had only one memory, really, of them sitting together in a red wagon. Juli reached back to hold her big sister’s hand. Small hands sticky-warm, heads together, giggling. Knowing she was safe, because her big sister was behind her.

June 1967—Frankie Valli’s “Can’t Take My Eyes Off You” was top of the charts. The Six-Day War came and went in the Middle East. And Juli’s sister Sebrina died of brain cancer. Blond hair falling out in long strands on the floor, leaving her naked head always cold—she never wore her little blond wig.

Sebrina was on morphine but it made her face itch and she scratched her nose raw and bloody, so Father and Sharon tried not to give her the drug unless they had to. Sebrina couldn’t swallow very well and could only drink from a straw. Sebrina was not allowed to play with friends because the neighborhood kids would stand around gawking and hoping she’d die in front of them so they could watch. “Do you think she’s gonna die today?” they whispered, but not quietly enough to keep Father from hearing—children poking each other, giggling, talking too loudly. Sebrina, scab-faced, shorn head, blue eyes looking hopeful.

Father was given a blank death certificate to fill in when the time came, which was not exactly legal, but a professional courtesy between doctors. Everyone knew it was just a matter of time.

Sebrina slept in bed between her parents. One night she awoke and asked for a glass of milk. This time, Father chose not to give her a straw. He gave Sebrina the cup of milk and watched her drown as she tried to swallow. There was no law that allowed mercy killing, and it seemed pointless to make her continue to suffer. Father did not wake up his wife when their daughter struggled and sputtered and died.
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After Sebrina died, Juli escaped her bedroom every night to look for her missing sister. Sometimes they found Juli outside in the street, trying to find Sebrina.

Sebrina’s body was donated to the local medical school. “Few kids have cancer, it seemed selfish not to,” Father told Girl. “They would call us when they were done with this bit or that, and ask if we wanted it piecemeal. So we didn’t bother to claim her body,” he explained. Had Sebrina’s mother wanted to donate her little girl, or had Father insisted on being pragmatic and she was too despondent to fight him?

Why didn’t they at least claim her bones? What did the university do with her four-year-old skeleton when they were done dissecting Girl and Juli’s sister? “We didn’t bother to claim her body.” No body, no grave, no headstone. The little four-year-old blond girl came and went with nothing to remember her by. She was the first child given chemo at the University of Washington. She’s probably in a textbook somewhere.
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But God gave Juli another sister, and this time, she would not let anything happen to her. When Father and Girl’s mother got divorced, Juli refused to visit Father until he agreed that Juli could stay for a week in the trailer with Girl. She didn’t mind getting up at 6:00 a.m. when Girl woke up. When Girl came riding up on her Big Wheel and gave Juli her found treasure—a dehydrated frog that had been run over by a car and was as flat and hard as a potato chip—she thanked Girl and told her what a wonderful present it was. She held the carcass between two fingers and only threw it out when Girl wasn’t looking.



joyride

The carpet in the trailer was 1960s vintage, already a decade old and filled with musty smells and the stains of someone else’s history. Mother and Bonnie, her first girlfriend, were still asleep, their bedroom door locked. When Girl and Brother woke up, Mother had carried them to the living room and sat them in front of the TV, then went back to bed, the same as always. Today, Bonnie’s son, John, was there as well—it was a family sleepover.

“The rainbow bars. Turn it back to the colored bars one,” Girl said to Brother. His longer arms meant that he always won their battles over the TV channel.

“No, the dots. The fighting dots,” Brother said, holding the knob so Girl couldn’t turn it back. The children watched the test pattern every morning as they waited for the broadcast to come on while they sat on the carpet eating Cheerios.

“This is stupid,” John said. He was Bonnie’s son, a soon-to-be-quasi-stepbrother. John was a year older than Brother and surly. He already went to kindergarten, not just nursery school.

“No, just watch,” Brother told him. “Once we saw a rocket take off.”

John rolled his eyes, but it was true—one morning the familiar black-and-white dots were suddenly replaced by a tall rocket erupting off its launch pad, the needle-tip rising into the clouds. Girl was there. She saw it. It could happen again.

John ignored the younger children and walked to the door, standing on tiptoe to slide the deadbolt to the right, the white metal door to the trailer swinging free. John walked outside, and the siblings followed into the chill of the early morning air.

They had a piece of straggled lawn outside their trailer with a good tree big enough to hold a swing, but the driveway and road were gravel. The siblings were lucky that John was tall enough to unlock the door. Outside was always better than inside, especially before cartoons came on.

That crisp, early morning, the three children found that Mother had forgotten to lock the door of her school-bus-yellow VW Bug. John graciously allowed the siblings to climb in first, sliding over to the passenger’s side. The children were small and skinny and fit side by side easily on the dark gray seat. Girl could not see over the dashboard with its round dials and overflowing ashtray. John took the driver’s seat, but he earned that right by providing those extra inches of height that bought their freedom. His five-year-old hand released the parking brake, and the tires crept down the incline, gaining speed, and now they were flying, soaring, as they rolled down the hill. A Herculean man loomed out of nowhere, his hands pushing on the hood of the car, shoulders bulging in his tank top as he caught the vehicle and stopped their joy ride. It was okay, though. Girl had felt that rollercoaster feeling in her belly and she had seen a man stop a car with his bare hands. It was enough. After that morning, Mother installed a slide lock close to the top of the trailer’s door, where John couldn’t reach.



two montessori schools

Brother went to preschool and Girl didn’t, which she thought was completely unfair. There was no way Girl was being left behind while he got to do something as neat and fun as he made preschool sound. At drop-off one day Girl went up to his teacher and apprised her of the unfairness of the situation. The teacher said any child that could speak that well should be in school, regardless of her age, so Girl got to go, even though she was only two. Mother was cleaning houses and going to college, so having the siblings together made her life easier.

Although they were eighteen months apart, Mother always treated the children as if they were the same age. The children had the same bedtime, the same rules, even the same friends. Girl always got to do whatever Brother did, and Girl thought of them more like twins than older and younger siblings. She resented anything that implied otherwise.

Girl and Brother attended Trinity Montessori school. They poured water into little dishes of clay to learn the difference between islands and peninsulas. They shook buttermilk in jars with marbles inside to make butter. They traced letters made out of sandpaper and read The Jet, which had an orange cover and was clearly better than any other early reader in existence—it involved a man’s hat falling into the mud—what could top that? But there was something weird going on at Trinity Montessori. There were a lot of parents with closed-up faces, mouths turned downward. Some of Girl’s friends stopped going.

“Now, Girl, you may hear some people say bad things about the school director. Some people think she is a bad person and don’t like her, but I think she’s a nice person. She just had some problems and went a little crazy, but she’s okay now. You are totally safe there.”

Mother always talked to the children on an adult level. She explained to them how the director of their school had been a nun and had given birth to a baby in the cathedral of a Catholic church and then killed it, but Mother was really sure this was an isolated event and that the nun had probably been abused by a man so it wasn’t her fault, and Mother was quite certain the director wasn’t going to kill random kids, and the church was sure, too, or they wouldn’t let her continue to teach at the school.

Girl wasn’t bothered by it. If Mother said it was okay, it was okay, just grown-up stuff. What she hated was when she wore a leotard under her skirt and had to pee really badly and wound up hopping around on one foot trying to get everything off in time, and sometimes she didn’t quite make it. The small spot of urine in her underpants humiliated her, because it wasn’t her fault that not all her leotards came with snaps at the crotch and that she could never remember which ones did and which ones didn’t. The other thing she hated were tights that were too short, and how her legs felt as if something was tied around her thighs, making it harder to run or climb things. Girl loved to climb things. But she was a little wary of Sister Maureen, in spite of what Mother had said, and kept a suspicious eye on all of her teachers.
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Next door to Mother’s white trailer was a pretty yellow one. Girl wished their trailer was a real color, not just white. She wished the trailer park had a paved road instead of a gravel one, because she had to push the blue pedals of her Big Wheel extra hard to make it go, and sometimes the front wheel would spin but the rest of the three-wheeler wouldn’t move at all. In the yellow trailer next door lived two women with a couple of dogs—one nice black-and-white one and one mean-sounding German Shepherd that barked all the time. The neighbors also had a rabbit that hopped around the living room without a cage and chewed up their telephone wires.

When Girl’s family first moved in one of the neighbor ladies had come over to introduce herself.

“Hi,” she said, with a southern accent. It sounded like “haah” to Girl. “I just fried up some milkweed buds and thought I’d share,” the neighbor said.

“Uh, thank you,” Mother said, waiting for the woman with the sporty-short brown hair to leave before she threw out the cooked weeds. Honestly, some people were just too strange.

Girl liked when the woman in the yellow trailer let her pet the rabbit, but if Girl woke that lady up on a Saturday when she and Brother were swinging on their tire swing—man, could she yell. A year later Mother ran into this neighbor lady (who had since moved away) at a lesbian social. She asked Mother to dance and they wound up kissing, even though they both were living with different partners.

Mother went home and told Bonnie that very night that they were through, and she and the children moved into a little yellow two-bedroom house with bunk beds. Stepmother came over to the little yellow house shortly after Mother and the children moved in. Mother made lasagna, and everything was going fine until Girl threw up all over the table. Do you know what thrown-up lasagna looks like? Pretty much the same as a dish of lasagna after a few slices have been cut, when it’s goopy and unfurled, the noodles and ricotta swimming in an oily red sauce. Stepmother asked for seconds anyway, while Brother jumped up and down singing, “Stinky noodle! Stinky noodle!” over and over again. That second piece of lasagna won Mother over, and Stepmother moved her boxes of art supplies and clothing and musical instruments in, taking over the side of the bed closest to the door.

Girl and Brother were sent to a new school, Webster Montessori, where they had to sit still in little chairs, and Girl was told not to make her eights by stacking two circles on top of each other but instead to make the twist that was always so hard. They had to learn French and when the children talked too much or got out of their seats, the teacher would grab their earlobes and pull down hard, making them burn long after they were released from her grip.

“Teacher threw Billy’s shoes out the window today,” Girl told Mother on the ride home.

“Why would she do that?” Mother asked.

“Because he untied them during class. And there’s a dog outside that eats shoes.” One of the schoolchildren’s favorite ways to interrupt class was to untie their shoes, requiring the teacher to stop and retie them.

“Did she ever throw your shoes out the window?”

“Yeah, but the dog wasn’t there that day so she just pulled my ear.” Mother had no idea what Girl was talking about, but it sounded crazy.

Girl could tell Mother didn’t believe her, but it was true, exactly like she said. The teacher was mean and Girl missed Trinity Montessori, even if the director killed her baby. Girl thought that it didn’t make sense that nice people sometimes did worse things than mean people.



stepmother

Stepmother had become Mother’s same-sex life partner, or “wusband,” as she liked to call herself after they had their own private commitment ceremony in the woods. When Girl said “her parents,” she meant this woman and her mother. She never considered her father one of her real parents. He was just Father, who lived far away and had a new family. Although she visited him, he was mostly important for his absence. Day-to-day life was Girl, Brother, Mother, and Stepmother. She didn’t remember much of life before they became a family, just little snippets of things, but Girl did remember how happy she had been in the single-wide trailer before Stepmother came to live with them.

Girl remembered one nice woman Mother dated, who played the guitar and sang songs. She liked her a lot better than Stepmother, but that woman went into the hospital and died. It would be many years before Girl learned that this woman and Stepmother were the same person—the woman who went into the hospital to have a hysterectomy came out someone with a hormone imbalance that turned her into someone unrecognizable.

Girl didn’t care that her mother was gay—it was the way her mother had been for as long as she could remember. But everyone else made it a big deal. Girl cared that Stepmother was always yelling, and that Mother loved Stepmother best—more than she loved Girl and Brother, it seemed. Girl cared that Stepmother appeared to hate Brother and hit him all the time. Stepmother told Girl over and over that she loved her, but her words felt like nothing.

Stepmother was what they called “Baby Butch” back in the 1970s. This was the best kind of butch to be; tough and strong but with a cute face. In the lesbian world, she was a catch. Throughout her life, a lot of men asked Girl why lesbians were so ugly, by which they meant masculine, and if ugly women became lesbians because they couldn’t attract men. Men asked, “Have you ever noticed that most lesbians are women that men wouldn’t want to fuck?” The truth was that while the lesbians Girl knew were a few decades behind in their fashion role models (think mullets, lots of mullets) they had a different scale of attractiveness. Many didn’t want to look feminine, not because they were bad at it, but because they did not subscribe to the fashion industry’s sexualization of women. The butch look was popular because women still wanted to feel like their partner could protect them and kick some ass if need be, but there was also an appreciation for the androgynous, the gender-bending.

Stepmother wanted to be a 1950s-style husband. She wore burgundy sweater-vests over pale yellow button-down oxfords, and jeans or polyester slacks that hugged her fat stomach. Her small feet were always in loafers or sneakers, never heels. When Stepmother went to work she wore skirted business suits under duress, and she always wore the same small, gold hoop earrings. Her hair was short and dark brown, parted on the side. Everyone in the family had the same haircut: Mother, Girl, Brother, Stepmother. Only Girl hated it. Girl wanted long hair and ponytails, but she wasn’t allowed to grow it until third grade, or until she stopped crying when Stepmother combed it, whichever came first.

Stepmother often went to the library to find home repair manuals. She liked to fix things. She got a book on how to patch concrete and repaired the basement wall, saving them five thousand dollars. But she must have missed something, because by the time Girl was twenty, the house had slowly collapsed inward, so that the light switch plate in Girl’s old bedroom was half-buried behind the door frame.

Once, Stepmother was repairing a rusted-out hole in her Datsun station wagon. Girl stood nearby, watching and chewing gum.

“Girl, give me your gum,” Stepmother said. Girl pulled her gum out of her mouth with her thumb and forefinger and handed the wad to Stepmother. Stepmother balled it up and used it as filler for the hole in the car, painting over it with touch-up paint.

“Hey! That’s my gum!” Girl protested, poking the repair with her finger.

“Look what you did! You dented it! Now I have to do the whole thing over again. Do you have any more gum?” Stepmother asked.



notes from the fourth wall

10 steps to raising children who behave properly

1.   It is good if you can procure children who are already slightly damaged by other people, say, a father who abandoned them or a parent who has untreated mental illness or alcoholism. In our experience, this will cut their learning time by half.

2.   Yell often and randomly. This is so obvious that it almost doesn’t merit writing down. Keep in mind that all yelling is not created equal. For example, constant yelling can be confused with hearing loss, and is therefore ignored. To be truly scary, the yell needs a narrowing of eyes to provide an edge of meanness. Fun words to yell: loser, wimp, pussy, or WhatTheFuckIsWrongWithYou. Yelling without possibility of following up with physical harm is all foam and no latte, which leads us to #3 …

3.   Corporal punishment. This is a no-brainer, but for those of you who are faint of heart, please keep in mind that one need not draw blood or leave a mark to provide psychological damage. Spanking hard enough to sting will suffice, particularly if it is carried out in a basement or other scary place. Best practices include changing up the requirements for spanking/hitting/et cetera so that the children never know what will result in physical punishment. Further information on this technique can be found in several popular dog-training manuals under intermittent negative reinforcement. Think of yourself as a slot machine that randomly punches the player.

4.   Never underestimate the power of negativity. If you don’t have the physical stamina required for #3, it can be just as effective to ensure that the child knows they are a failure, preferably in everything. All-pro parents know that there is always one good child and one bad child, so it’s not hard to find reasons to draw everyone’s attention to the loser child’s errors. If done properly, one only needs to throw a handful of criticism in the direction of the good child to scare them into submission. The good child knows that if they cross over into bad-child territory there is no redemption. Helpful phrases: it is all your fault, you can’t do anything right, I should have known you’d screw this up, etc.

5.   Privacy is for the weak. While some advanced parents actually remove doors from bedrooms, we have found that walking in on naked teenagers works just as well, especially if you pause and linger for conversation. Long conversation. With roving eyes. Also effective is the Stand Silently and Stare While Scratching Your Own Butt technique.

6.   Blow your nose at the dinner table, open the Kleenex, and look at it. Manners, like all rules, are just for children. “Do as I say, not as I do” sounds better than “we don’t hit people in this family unless I am the one doing the hitting.”

7.   Do not, under any circumstances, defend your children from bullies at school. They might get the idea that bullying is not an effective behavior management technique. Better yet, make sure they know that if they stand up for themselves, they will be punished even more once they get home.

8.   Don’t forget to take everything personally. We all know that everything children do is just to spite their parents: hair styles, clothing, music. They need to consider your feelings in every decision they make, because you really do know better than they do. If they can anticipate your judgment, they will self-correct before disaster strikes.

9.   If you have not yet made fun of your children, please put this book down now and do so immediately. Scorn, ridicule, tease. It teaches them to have a thicker skin and also provides endless hours of pure enjoyment.

10. In all of your behavior modification/training of the children, don’t forget their mother. The more you berate her in front of the children, the more complete your power is over the entire household. They will quickly learn that they have no advocate, that there is no one who can influence or sway your opinion.



no one minded the children

There were two black grand pianos placed back-to-back, the keyboards opposite from one another. The floor was shiny hardwood, and Girl’s and Brother’s three- and four-year-old feet echoed as they ran underneath them. Girl could run beneath the pianos without ducking. She and Brother ran up and down the room and laughed, even though they weren’t supposed to laugh, because this was a funeral. Mother’s only brother had died suddenly of pneumonia, a complication of chicken pox. He was thirty-seven. No one minded the children running beneath the pianos. Girl’s shoes were shiny black patent leather and she wore white tights that were too short in the crotch and constantly needed to be tugged up when no one was looking.

The moment the children missed when they ran under the pianos was the harsh record player screech of the words, “I am Mother’s lover/girlfriend/we are lesbians,” spoken by a woman to the mourning relatives milling around in the Jewish funeral home. Like a bell, the words couldn’t be un-rung. After the funeral, all the cousins leaked out of Girl’s life like water in a sieve, some fighting to leave faster, some dribbling slowly, until they all were gone eventually—all except Girl’s uncle’s widow. She and her children alone remained family. Maybe if Girl was sitting like a good girl on the sofa she would remember the sound of her relatives turning their backs on them.

Parsky Funeral Home was the only Jewish funeral home in town. There were deep blue curtains for the immediate family to sit behind if they chose, so no one could witness their grief. Mother did not pull the curtains when her father died when she was twenty-five, and she did not pull the curtains when her mother died two years later, but when her only brother died Mother pulled the curtains and stayed alone in her grief. Girl and Brother sat outside the curtains with a friend Mother would never name in the years to come—it was this nameless friend who outed her and chased all of her relatives away. Girl never pressed for details—she was too afraid of making Mother cry.

Stepmother liked to tell a story of two cousins who came over for dinner, holding hands and giggling uncomfortably on the couch. Stepmother said the word giggle with derision. Was it Mother and Stepmother who walked away from the extended family, disgusted by their discomfort? The cousin-couple did come to dinner. They were trying—was their effort just not good enough to make them worth keeping? Or did they refuse to return after that one awkward dinner?

When Girl was ten her family was invited back to the annual family reunions where everyone was nice to her but too old to be of interest. She was suddenly supposed to care about these cousins she didn’t know, people who still did not invite them over for holidays but always showed up at funerals. Girl always had trouble letting go of resentments.
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Mother had a lot of cousins. Back in high school, Mother was forced to take a first cousin to her school dance, and had to wear knee socks instead of pantyhose. When she was first divorced, a female cousin moved in with her to help Mother with the children in exchange for rent. With the death of her brother, Mother became the only surviving member of her immediate family, and then was cut off by all the more distant relations with the utterance of that single word, “lesbian.” Only her brother’s widow and their children remained.

Girl had no people. They were lost to her when whomever they sat with on the day of the funeral outed Mother.

Years later Girl finally asked Mother, “Who did we sit with at Uncle Bear’s funeral?”

“You sat with me,” Stepmother said.

“It was Bonnie Mason,” Mother answered.


elementary school



the deconstruction of a male child

Brother was older than Girl, but somehow more fragile. He was afraid of dogs, and wouldn’t even hold their kitten unless she was wrapped in a towel. Because he was older, he had to do things like go to school first and alone. Because he was always in trouble, Girl’s transgressions were often overlooked as inconsequential by comparison. Girl got to trail behind in the wake he broke for both of them, but she made up for it when they were together. She made friends at the day camps they were sent to over the summer, in both New York and Alaska, and introduced them to Brother. She defended him and covered up for him at home. Girl even occasionally did his chores to keep life somewhat on an even keel. It was her job to take care of Brother—no one else was going to.

Stepmother hated everything about Brother. He was a weak little weenie, just as disgusting as that silly bouncing appendage he had between his legs. He wasn’t good at sports or making friends, and he wasn’t motivated to do his chores or his homework.

Brother was a scrawny boy-child, and he grew so tall and so skinny that Girl called him “the evolution of a pencil—proof that people came from writing implements.” He didn’t have many friends before high school, and someone was always chasing him or stealing his shoes or sitting behind him in class talking about all the ways they would disembowel him. When he got home, Stepmother constantly told him what a waste he was. “If I were a boy, I could have been a doctor, or a lawyer. You were born with all the privilege I never had, and you just squander it! You are an asshole, just like your father!”

But unlike Girl, Brother sometimes yelled back or got on his bike and rode away. Girl wished she were as brave.

In sixth grade, Brother stopped doing his homework. He just stopped bringing it home or worrying about turning it in. Girl wished she could be so blasé about it, but she hated to be in trouble, hated the teacher’s disapproval when she missed an assignment. Brother just stopped caring. Stepmother was enraged, and he was more or less permanently grounded. Stepmother threaded a tiny luggage lock through the hole of the TV plug to keep them from watching it after school.

“I know it’s not fair to you, Girl, but Brother is grounded, so neither one of you can watch television,” Mother said. Brother didn’t mind that, either—when their parents were gone, he just straightened out a paperclip and picked the lock.

Stepmother and Brother fought often and loudly, screaming throughout the house. When Stepmother yelled, Mother grabbed her keys and left.

[image: images]

Girl didn’t know what Brother had done this time—or hadn’t done, most likely. Chores, homework, or both maybe. This time, Stepmother took him to the basement.

“I refuse to listen to this!” Mother yelled, slamming the green side door behind her. Girl ran outside, but by the time Girl got there, Mother’s car was pulling away from the curb. She was never entirely sure if Mother was coming back.
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