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To those that could see me . . .


thank you.
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What makes a family sad? It’s a hard question to answer. Maybe it’s better to think about what makes a family happy and then subtract it. I grew up in a family that had a hard time staying happy. As far back as I can remember, people struggled to be happy, both individually and as a group. Sometimes that meant fighting and angry words. Sometimes it meant hiding from those angry words by withdrawing into the corners of the house. Sometimes it meant turning to other things — other people, other substances. My memories of my family are filled with love, but they’re also filled with obstacles and detours that prevented all of us from finding our way to that love. It has taken me decades to see my way around those obstacles but also to see that those obstacles are as much a part of my story as anything else. The child I used to be couldn’t possibly understand things the way I understand them now, and that’s part of the beauty of remembering: we mark the distance between what we were and what we have become.





[image: Image]





[image: Images]


I was too early coming into this crazy world, arriving two months before schedule. My mom drank and smoked a lot, and my family liked to joke that I just needed to get some air. I came home just before Christmas after a month in the hospital. I was small, and I guess I took some of the attention away from Margot, my new older sister. It’s never good to put an end to your sibling being the focus of your mom and dad’s lives. I remember a gray hallway that led to a dressing room/bathroom, and mommy holding me up for Muffet (my new oldest sister) and Margot to see me up close for the first time. One of my scrawny legs fell out of my blanket with a knee that was bigger around than my little noodle legs. Margot glared at me. Her eyes fired up, and I knew from then on that I was in for some trouble.


I’m not sure if a whole day had passed of drinking a few nasty bottles of baby formula — Mommy never let me get too close to her boobs, and I knew then that I was missing something — when Margot found me in the bassinet in Mommy’s dressing room. She lifted my limp body, and without much thought and certainly no regret, she dropped me on my head. I would imagine the shock that must have run through me for years, but the scream I let loose was immediate and got everyone’s attention. Muffet, Mommy, and Daddy rushed in, and Margot looked surprised and pretended she found me like that. I think the opposite of what Margot had hoped for actually happened. Instead of instant death, I got more cuddles, swaddles, and love, while she was sent to her room with no dinner and no TV. I will hear this story for years, and everyone will laugh at the moment when she lifts me and loosens her grip, but whenever it’s retold, I will sneak a glance over at Margot to see how it makes her feel. It seems to upset her in complicated ways: she feels bad for me but also for herself.


Needless to say, I was never left alone again if Margot was in the house. That is when our rivalry began. That is my first memory. I still have a bump on my head to this day.
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MY NEXT MEMORIES also take place in that first house, and they come to me mostly in pictures. I remember a front door and going through it. I remember a front hall and shadows on the floor. And I remember that gray corridor that led to the dressing room/bathroom where my mother holds me up so that I can see (and be seen by) the rest of the family. It’s winter in Northern California, crisp but not too cold, the mountains in the distance.


Everyone laughs when they see me, but that doesn’t mean that everyone is happy. There’s Margot, like I said, still reliving the moment when she dropped me. She is seven, buck-toothed, and dark-haired — cute as a girl could be. Muffet is eleven and already a glorious sight: tall, strawberry blond, and elegant. Muffet does things that I can only imagine: she plays tennis and speaks French and knows about all the latest bands. You wouldn’t think those things would matter to a baby, and maybe they don’t, but they give her a special kind of glow. Muffet is the one who seems to be possessed of grace no matter where she goes or what she does.


Being a baby is pretty easy. I spend my days drinking formula and my nights sleeping or stretched out awake, looking at shadows playing on the ceiling. From early on, I believe that the shadows matter, that they are like clouds in the sky: one second a meaningless pattern of dark and light, the next a secret message being sent only to me.


My next big memory is of my second birthday: November 22, 1963. I am fawned over for days leading up to it. I am dressed like a little baby doll and told how cute I look, and whenever I walk near the kitchen, my mother reminds me that we’re going to have a big celebration with all the foods I like. There will be cucumbers, rice, and black beans like my parents made when they lived in Cuba. There will also be a new kind of food called a “cake.” Daddy calls me “Marielzy Pumpkin Pudding and Pie,” and I wonder if cake is anything like pie, which I already love. My parents talk about this cake constantly: What flavor will it be? What frosting will it have on it? They settle on a recipe by a lady from my parents’ wedding picture named Julia Child. My mother went to a fancy French cooking school in Paris with her. Muffet pronounces the name of the cake in what she is quickly told is perfect French. Margot teases me about this cake, telling me that she is going to eat it all before I get any.


The day arrives, the birthday. Am I supposed to feel born? Mommy dresses me in a pretty puffy-sleeved dress with elastic stuff around my chest that makes me feel safe, as if I’m inside a big hug. All morning, I watch Mommy make something special in the kitchen. I think it’s the cake because she’s acting differently than I’ve ever seen her before. She has an apron tied around her waist and a smile on her face, and her hands are powdered white. Is that the cake? It seems like magic.


It’s also a different kind of day because there’s no fighting. Margot is nice to me, and also Mommy and Daddy aren’t fighting. Some days they have long arguments when Mommy says Daddy is a slob and fishes too often. Then, when he’s gone, she complains that he doesn’t make the bed or that he leaves his socks on the floor. He usually doesn’t answer. He rolls his eyes at her or goes to the corner of the room and fixes himself a drink. But when he does decide to fight back, he gets loud and mean, and then the house is filled with angry noise. But my birthday has no angry noise, just me and Mommy in the kitchen and the magic cake powder on her hands. I learned early on not to make fusses too often because it makes Mommy angry, and Daddy leaves and Margot and Muffet run away. So I decided that it was my job to always help Mommy be happy by being as happy as possible myself all the time.


And then it all changes. Something happens on the radio, and whatever it is sends my mother to the sink to wash the powder off her hands. Then she carries me to the living room, puts me on the floor, and turns on the television. We watch the little black-and-white screen, where there’s a car and a man and a pretty lady wearing a hat. They are smiling and waving from the car, and then the man falls back for some reason, and everyone starts to scream. My father is with us now, and my sisters too, and they’re watching the little black-and-white screen more closely than I have ever seen anyone watch anything. People around me say words like “president” and “killed.” They try to smile when they realize it’s time to eat dinner. There’s a different feeling to the day.


After dinner, the lights go off. I’m alone in my chair for a minute. I don’t know where everyone has gone. Have they left to go see the man in the car? What is a president, anyway? Some kind of king, I think, which is why everyone is so sad. The king is dead. Finally, I hear a noise behind me. It’s my mother’s voice. I twist around in my seat to see her walking toward me in the dark, holding something big and dark and round. It smells like sugar and magic powder, and on top of it there are candles flickering. Everyone sings to me, and I get the first piece of cake, which is chocolate with light-brown whipped cream frosting. It’s a day I’ll always remember for two reasons, and a day everyone else will always remember for one.
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NO ONE CALLS ME MARIEL, even though that’s my name. I’m Marielzy, and then later Mertle or Mertz. Nicknames are something we give each other in my family. My mom is called Puck, which is not a good name at all. She was nicknamed by the Shoshone Indians who used to come into her father’s drugstore when she was little. Puck is supposedly short for puckinuck, which means “little one” in Shoshone talk, but when I look it up I can’t find it. I hope they weren’t just teasing her. I wish Puck weren’t what she was called for all the reasons you can imagine. Margot is Mar-gott or Marg. Muffet is called Muffet. Her real name is Joan. And my dad we call Jack, though his name is John Hadley Nicanor Hemingway. Sometimes we call him Dr. Hemingstein or Hemingtrout because he has an encyclopedic knowledge of trout, his favorite fish to catch.


I share a room with Margot, with twin beds, and I keep mine perfectly neat. When I get into bed, I pull the bedspread down just enough to get in without disrupting the tight covers. I want to be invisible, though the truth is that I want to be visible to the fairies that I know are hovering in the room, watching over me. Margot is the opposite. She sleeps wildly, talking to herself and sometimes even walking in her sleep. She makes me nervous. I wish I could share a room with Muffet or my mom, and some nights I do exactly that, slipping out of my bedroom and into theirs. Once I fall asleep on my dad’s side of the bed, and in the middle of the night, when it’s so dark I can’t even see my hand in front of my face, he stretches and accidentally knocks me onto the floor. I lie there stunned, breathing hard. Soon Dad doesn’t sleep with Mommy anymore, and I climb in with her some nights and make it to the morning without getting in trouble — unless I move too close to her for a sleepy hug, in which case I get a huge kick in my side that sends me fleeing to the very edge of the bed, motionless. I still sleep on the edge of the bed like that.


Being the youngest means that you’re always watching older people, always trying to figure out why they do the things they do. I wonder why Margot yells so much, why she stomps around the house. I guess what I’m trying to let you know is that our house is just uncomfortable. Of course, I don’t know any other kind of house, but I feel sad that the only fun comes with a glass of wine or those really weird drinks my parents taught me to make with brown bitter liquid that I poured “two fingers” of over ice.


It’s fun to make those drinks but no fun to watch my parents change after they drink them. I don’t like how people change after bitter or sour drinks. One minute you feel like things are okay, and the next someone is yelling and someone else is in trouble. My mom and dad are pretty much always unhappy with each other and my sisters. No one is really ever mad at me, which is a good thing, I guess. But sometimes you just kind of wish someone would say something to you other than “finish your dinner” or “take your plate up” or “if you go outside, don’t step on any slugs.” Who wants to step on slugs?


I also feel like no one can see me. Maybe my invisibility technique at bedtime works too well all the time. I decide that the best thing I can do is to always be helpful. If I’m helpful, then no one will yell at me except Margot, who thinks that if I’m being helpful I’m also a tattletale. I’m not going to lie — I do tattle on her sometimes because she does weird things, and if I tell on her I believe it will bring me closer to my mom. I really love my mom, even though she seems unhappy and angry to everyone but me most of the time. But she is pretty, and she sometimes takes her bony hands and strokes my face — and boy, do I love that. It doesn’t happen very often, but you know what it’s like to get attention from your mom that’s so gentle  . . .  it just makes me feel dreamy. So that’s why I sacrificed Margot, so that I could enjoy a taste of my mother’s gentleness. While I am writing this, it doesn’t make sense except in my mind.
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I’M MOST INTERESTED IN MUFFET. She’s a teenager, which means that she gets to go out with friends. She does it all the time — I don’t think she likes listening to my parents fight or hearing mean words from Margot. When she comes home, I can see her as she sweeps past the doorway, singing to herself. She has a long velvet jacket that looks black or purple, depending on the light, and tall green kneesocks that cover her knees. You can almost see her underwear because her skirt is really short, which leads to yelling from Mommy. Daddy just sighs and goes on a fishing trip. He loves Muffet. She plays tennis super well. She wins tournaments, and she is Daddy’s favorite person because her tennis is the best he’s ever seen and she’s smart. She even speaks French with him, and that was his first language. Daddy coaches her at tennis and speaks French with her with a perfect accent (that is important in my family). He really likes her best of all. I don’t think parents mean to have favorites, but they just do sometimes. It’s like certain kids are everything you want in a best friend, and you just want to hang out all the time. Mommy favors me, I think — at least I try to make myself as helpful as a kid can be for her so that I will be her favorite.


It was pretty clear early on that my coming into the world was a mistake. I heard Mom and Dad fight about it once when they thought I was asleep. It’s funny how you find out about things you are scared to know.
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MARGOT ISN’T REALLY ANYONE’S FAVORITE. When I am in bed looking at the shadows on the ceiling, I wonder about that. Who decides how many people are in a family? A family is a certain shape, and then a new piece comes along and the shape has to change. If I had never come along, Margot would be the youngest. Would she be Mommy’s favorite then? Maybe Mommy would make cakes for her and she wouldn’t feel so angry. And maybe if she wasn’t angry, then Muffet would stay at home more, and then maybe Mommy and Daddy wouldn’t fight. And if I wasn’t there at all, then I wouldn’t have to worry about wanting to feel invisible sometimes.
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1. I was a mistake. I am only here on the earth because my parents got drunk on a fishing trip.



OEBPS/images/9781941393765.jpg





OEBPS/images/intro.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Regan Arts.





OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg





OEBPS/images/flower1.jpg





OEBPS/images/think.jpg
waw





OEBPS/images/section.jpg





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg







OEBPS/images/f000x-01.jpg
3

w7





OEBPS/images/flower.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





