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			Praise for
Dear Mr. You

			“Written in a smart, beguiling voice that is inextricably entwined with qualities that Ms. Parker radiates as an actress. There’s as much flintiness as reckless charm. Flirtation and mischief are big parts of her arsenal. So is the honest soul-searching that gives this slight-looking book much more heft than might be expected. . . . Its tone is brave and warmly conspiratorial, neither of which has ever hurt an already well-known, professionally adorable person when it comes to attracting readers. That Ms. Parker’s book is so seriously good seems like overkill.”

			—JANET MASLIN, THE NEW YORK TIMES

			“Dazzling . . . Dear Mr. You is really about finding the beauty, the humor—and the sorrows—in our lives and the lives of others, and being glad and grateful for all of it.”

			—SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE

			“I move that we appreciate Parker’s writing as we appreciate Patti Smith’s writing, which is to vote for Parker as a Writer True . . . that we honor Parker’s attack—how she bores straight into the storm of poverty, insecurity, incapacity, romance, friendship, motherhood, and daughterhood. I read dozens upon dozens of ‘true’ stories every year, and only two or three stand out. Dear Mr. You stands out.”

			—CHICAGO TRIBUNE

			“Refreshingly unconventional . . . Parker weaves often darkly humorous yarns through her vivid prose. . . . Poignant and sometimes heartbreaking.”

			—USA TODAY

			“Combines the empathy and introspection of Leslie Jamison with the lyricism of Philip Levine.”

			—SLATE

			“Piercingly beautiful . . . What a joy to discover [her] unique theatrical voice also translates to the written word—and does so with elegance, lyricism, and razor-sharp insight. . . . Nothing short of astonishing.”

			—B&N READS

			“Playful, poetic, inventive, page-turning, and downright gorgeously written.”

			—JILL OWENS, POWELL’S BOOKS

			“Quite stunning . . . At times poetic, at times deeply funny, these missives strike the right balance between sentiment and fact, story­telling and musing.”

			—TORONTO STAR

			“There is no one else quite like Mary-Louise Parker. . . . Funny, heartbreaking, and profound.”

			—ELLE

			“A stunning, accomplished work, gigantic-hearted and wise and acerbic and vulnerable. The sentence-level writing is staggeringly good, too. . . . Dear Mr. You is expertly crafted, unforgettable, and hopefully only the beginning of Mary-Louise Parker’s publishing career.”

			—ELECTRIC LITERATURE

			“Parker stakes her claim as ‘best literary writer’ among contemporary celebrities. . . . It’s often funny as hell.”

			—FLAVORWIRE

			“Parker’s prose is infused with a perfect balance of sarcasm, humor, and poetic language. Her letters shine with candid, self-aware depth—unabashed in revealing the truth of her own nature and experiences.”

			—SHELF AWARENESS 

			“Parker’s missives move effortlessly among nostalgia, intensity, and playfulness, but in the end, they all work together to reveal both the small and large ways in which we impact each other. A unique, poised, and polished first book from a respected actress.”

			—KIRKUS REVIEWS

			“A bold, powerful, and decidedly non-Hollywood exercise . . . Each letter paints a fuller picture of its author. . . . [Parker’s] poet’s prose is lyrical, funny, sad, strange, and very often beautiful. . . . Yes, she’s a writer, too.”

			—BOOKLIST

			“The farthest thing imaginable from a celebrity memoir . . . a portrait of a human life apart from the cycles of fame: private, flawed, strange, funny, polished, and reflective.”

			—BOOKPAGE
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For my mother





Dear Mr. You,


Manly creature, who smells good even when you don’t, you wake up too slowly, with fuzzy, vertical hair and a slightly lost look on your face as though you are seven or seventy-five; to you, because you can notice a woman with a healthy chunk of years or pounds on her and let out a wolf whistle under your breath and mean it; because you thought either rug would be fine, really it would; to you who can fix my screen door, my attitude, and open most jars; to you who codifies, slams a puck, builds a decent cabinet or the perfect sandwich; to you who gave a twenty to the kids selling Hershey bars and waited three hours for me at baggage claim in your flannel shirt; you, sir, you took my order, my pulse, my bullshit; to you, boy grown up, the gentleman, soldier, professor, or caveman; to you and to that guy at the concession stand; thank you for lying on the hood of that car and watching stars plummet, thank you for the tour of the elevator cage, the sound booth, the alley; thank you for the kaleidoscope, the get-well tequila, the painting, the truth; thank you for the brown diamonds and blue points; to you, who carried me across the parking lot, to the ER, and up the stairs; to you who shows up every so often only to confuse and torment, and you who stays in orbit to my left and steady, you stood up for me, I won’t forget that; to the one who can’t figure it out and never will, and to the one who lost the remote, the dog, or your way altogether. To you who I’ve tried to understand, so necessary and violent; you who transported, comforted, and devastated, sometimes all at once; I still have what you said was mine, I kept that, along with the memories, despite “memories” being a word I loathe for both its icky tone and wistful graveyard implications, but there it is and here I am recounting them. Some I may get wrong and others I’d love to expel forever, but thank you for them nonetheless, and this,


this is for you, Cerberus, sweet beast with your many faces,


and you, Father Bob,


to the Deer Dancer because he saw me over there,


to the painter, and the poet,


to NASA, and to that cabdriver, what can I say but that I was wrong and I’m sorry,


to sweet Blue and kind Abe,


to firefighters all, especially that one,


to Uncle, and the newspaper boy and the goats,


to Little Owl, what an honor to watch your first flight,


to Rafiki Yangu, and to my mentor, and my doctor,


to the ones I never met and the ones I often wish I hadn’t.


Most of all to you, Daddy. That’s you in me, the far-off gaze. The poems are you, as are the good deeds and the jars of candy I hide everywhere. You are what makes me indomitable and how I know to keep walking when I feel crippled in every conceivable way. Thank you to the actual heavens and after that, and you others who make up my tremendous et cetera, this is


to you.





Dear Grandpa,


The world is at war again. That’s twice now, in your lifetime.


Your only son has been overseas for eleven months. The last you heard, he and his fellow soldiers were going to make a beachhead landing on the shores of the Philippines. If your boy John was involved you can bet it went off like gangbusters. He is nineteen years old and remarkably good at life.


If there were a way to spy on him at this moment you’d see a young man wrapped inside an army-issue poncho and sleeping in the corner of a rice paddy. Artillery is firing across the road but that sound is lost in the rain, which falls in thick black sheets, and your boy sleeps long enough for that rain to surround and lift him. When he wakes he is floating on his back.


He will hit the double decades in two and a half weeks and you have a plan that’s been brewing.


You go to the only bakery you know, which is two towns over. The woman behind the counter is wiping her eyes on her apron by the time you ask to buy the biggest loaf of rye bread she has. She’s just gotten an earful about your son and refuses to charge you for the bread, also throwing in a few cinnamon buns. You thank her up and down and tell her you enjoy the way her blouse matches her eyes.


You have a bottle of gin for the drive back but you run out of it around the same time you run out of fuel and have to pull over to the side of the road. You hitch a ride back to the house with a nice fellow, a miner like yourself, and tell him about your plan for your son’s birthday. You are open to strangers. Aside from that it’s a darn good plan.


In forty-three years, your granddaughter will be found hitchhiking by the side of the road near San Francisco. She will stand there with two young men who’ll encourage her to hike up her skirt and look as winsome as possible by the off-ramp. They will have constructed a sign out of cardboard to catch the eye of someone nice enough to pull over. The sign will say MARIN, PLEASE, WE’VE READ SARTRE. They’ll get a ride fairly quickly from a fellow who sees only a girl with a sign, but when he stops the two boys will come running out from behind a bush. The boys will stuff themselves in that tiny car and thank the man for his generosity before he can protest.


In an hour or so your granddaughter will enter a coffee shop with one of the boys. They will have empty stomachs and less than two dollars between them. They have a plan though. The girl goes off to a corner table by herself while the boy scans the joint for someone to beat at poker. She will eat breakfast slowly, setting down her book in between bites of croissant with strawberry jam, only ordering a hot chocolate when the boy gives her the signal that he is winning and they will be able to pay for their food. A man will notice her and attempt to sit across from her, but she will give him a blank stare as she points to the boy, who has seen the man approaching. The boy will narrow his eyes and give him the universal signal for SCRAM, and as the man skulks away she will go back to her book, which is, incidentally, The Age of Reason by Jean-Paul Sartre. It will start to rain as the group drives across the Golden Gate Bridge. Your granddaughter loves the rain as you do, the grandfather she’ll never meet. By the time she’s born you are dead and your wife has married your brother. Your granddaughter never thought much about the fact that instead of “Grandma and Grandpa,” it was always “Grandma and Uncle George.” When she gets older she’ll wish she’d met you, as you are the subject of many stories that are told and retold within the family.


It’s better that you know none of this now though, as you return home and head to the kitchen. You get a handful of crackers from the bread tin to eat with liverwurst before you set about your business. You put the loaf of bread on the counter and look at it for a moment. This makes you smile. The sight of the bread, and your own cleverness; they almost make your eyes wet.


You slice the bread through the middle and dig out the guts down to the crust. Picking out the innards, you ball them up in your hand and stash that fist-bread in the icebox for your wife to come across. She may need them as meatloaf filler if she’s short some beef. You are always thinking of others.


You take the bottle of hard Kentucky whiskey from its bag and admire the label, which is blurry. You nearly fall off the kitchen stool trying to read it. A sip of moonshine from a jar in the icebox feels like a swell idea. You stand with your hand on the refrigerator door and sway, letting the cold out.


The candle is a problem. You have a heck of a time finding one and have to wake your wife, who swears at you. When you say it’s for the boy’s birthday, she walks to the neighbors’ in her housedress to ask for one. You admire her attack on life, as you watch her heading back up the driveway with a candle stub, highly perturbed. You get a kick out of the whole exercise.


The candle drips wax around the bottle top and creates a seal to protect the whiskey. You lay the sacrificial bottle in the crust coffin, for the second time thanking the powers that be for making you so goddamned ingenious. Splashing Worcestershire in the remains of the frosting creates a tinted batch with which to spell “Happy Birthday John!” The exclamation point looks like a tadpole but that adds mystery. You chuckle as you wrap it up.


•  •  •


When your boy sees a box with his name on it, he tears it open for any sign of home. He’d been digging foxholes to wait out the night when the first load of mail in weeks reached him by way of New Guinea. The sound of his name being called to receive a package is almost gift enough.


He digs through the newspaper and finds your cake, by now pitiful and moldy. It’s bald in patches where the icing has rubbed off, but it’s from you so he knows to look beneath the surface for the joke. He unties the twine around the bread and looks inside, letting go a belly laugh and waving his hand up to the sky. The other soldiers slap him on the back and wish him happy birthday while eyeing the bottle’s throat like the slope of a woman’s neck they could grasp with their muddy frozen hands.


John says a toast to you before passing it around and everyone joins in on the “hip-hip hooray!” The irony of celebrating is lost on those young men who are swimming in mud and sharing a tin of sardines for dinner. They raise up their rifles and fists to the skies, believing they won’t have their last drink in the middle of this paddy. There will be real parties waiting back home and a chance for a fella to put on a clean shirt and tie, hear the ice clink in a decent glass of gin. The day when this is the story told while sitting in a real chair.


For now they let out their best cheer. It doesn’t rouse you from where you lie facedown on the rug in West Virginia, talking to a son lost too deep in the jungle to hear you. You wonder if they have the same locusts in that part of the world where your boy is now. Locusts. You are fond of the sound but they ruin discovery. The way they rise and fall in the same exact patterns every night tells you what time it is before you get a chance to peek out a window for yourself, see where the moon ended up tacked to the sky.





Dear Daddy,


I don’t know his name or rank. He must be dead now.


It was the Philippines, 1944. Your battalion was trying to divide the Japanese so they couldn’t push the Americans down to the beaches. Wipe them out by the ocean, where their bodies could feed the big fish. Their bones would wash up with photos of their girls from back home floating past. The boots would be gone. During combat, soldiers take boots off the casualties, you told me, since in war all you do is walk.


This soldier saw you struggling. You couldn’t recall his name, which means the gunshot in your leg was brutal, because you remembered everything. He lost his place in line to find a branch and tied the stick to your leg to get you going again, using your rifle for a cane. You fell back in, began to muscle your way through the thicket. When the pain started to set your guts on fire you slowed but didn’t quit. In the jungle, night is so black you can’t see your hand in front of your face but you could hear the screams of men being bayoneted fifty meters away. The guys at the back of the line were the ones getting picked off first, their bloodlines ending in the brush in the middle of an island they’d never heard of a week ago. Last was not the place to be.


The commander ordered a brief stop so the soldiers could rest. Not sleep, but have water or stare impassively at their wounds and one another. Smoke. As the hundreds of soldiers sat, you kept walking until your back of the line became the middle. Dragging your leg, you were the only one walking until you’d blown all the way to the front with a bullet in your thigh. When the commander ordered everyone up they began to pass you again, pushing you to the rear until another stop was called, but you limped through that break too. You dragged yourself by soldiers sitting on their helmets chewing tobacco, sharing a pack of Life Savers. Some had their heads in their hands while standing otherwise at attention. They were arrested in space with nowhere to go, looking like the statues that would one day represent them in public spaces, with plaques describing this battle and their bravery.


This went on an entire day longer, with you managing to hold the middle by not accepting the back. Your hand was melded to your rifle and aching like the dickens but you heaved onward, kept not taking that break. At some point when you still hadn’t died, trees cleared and there was legitimate light. You were medevaced out, only to be back in combat a month later with your first Purple Heart, which you said you never understood. You’d ask, “Why do they give you a medal for being dumb enough to get shot?”


Months later, you were shivering under a blanket in Manila, thinking about getting home in time to call that girl about a date for New Year’s. You hadn’t stopped thinking about her since that day at the bank. She’d floated over with a note from some other gal. Her eyes were so brown. She had skin that looked like a bowl of fruit with cream painted on top, and seemed as though she might stick by a man, but quietly, with a little orchestra of sighs and run-on sentences. You asked someone what her story was. Apparently she was going to Averett College in the fall, and you remembered that while you were sitting by that campfire in the middle of war a year later. You wrote her a letter by the light of that fire, on the top of the page scrawling the words FROM SOMEWHERE IN THE PHILIPPINES.


Thirty years later, my teen European-tour-to-meet-boys fell through when my friend’s parents said no. I was devastated and you couldn’t bear it. You sold or mortgaged something and booked a family Euro-tour—not my dream, but you were so happy to give me this trip you couldn’t afford that I acted excited, hoping there would be a boy on a train who would not know English and kiss me, but there were no cute boys. There was only a man on a pier in Monte Carlo who thought I was a prostitute, but the trip had moments. You and I woke early in Amsterdam to go to the diamond factory to get Mom a ring. Once there, you pushed me (“Pick one for you and your sister, please, I want you to”), so I picked the smallest, praying it was also the cheapest, but you insisted on a bigger one. We took a boat back to the hotel and I remember your face looking out over the water. I could see all the weight on you. You were dreaming and planning, brimming with if-onlys.


•  •  •


Going up Sixth Avenue in a taxi, your grandson said, “Mommy, aren’t there so many amazing things in the world? Aren’t we so lucky to be alive?” That’s you in him, Daddy. He’s so like you, full of extremes and heavy on the dream space. Both kids put their fists up for each other and I know that would make you happy. I try to teach them pacifism but sometimes it’s only halfhearted. “Lady, this outfit you are running here is a bunch of bull,” you said to that librarian who accused me of lying about how many books I’d read. “Mean lady, you are the f word,” Will said to the woman in the dog park who called me stupid for leaving the gate open.


My children may never see me hunched over a checkbook and sense my mounting panic, or come home late and find me in the street armed with a shovel as I take the driver of a car by the neck when liquor is smelled on him. They will watch me make much of their victories and hold a grudge until my last breath if someone treats them cruelly. This is your family I am running here. I can’t take credit for more than remembering to point to you when I do something right and for continuing to put one foot in front of the other when I lose heart.


We all miss you something fierce, those of us who wouldn’t exist had you not kept walking when an ordinary person would have fallen to his knees. To convey in any existing language how I miss you isn’t possible. It would be like blue trying to describe the ocean.





Dear Yaqui Indian Boy,


Where did you go?


Did you fly away and leave the barrio? Most Yaqui Indians never move away. Hard life had pushed your people to the ghetto of that ghetto where I went so many days after school. I learned your streets from the window of a lowrider, the hydraulics making the car hump the pavement while we listened to Earth, Wind and Fire or the Sugarhill Gang. You must have heard us as we rode by, with Gloria and Alicia shouting, “HOTEL! MOTEL! WHAT YOU GONNA DO TODAY? (SAY WHAT?)” Arturo would drive us. He’d poke Sammy Z in the ribs and say, ai, chécalo, look at those. He’d point to the girls’ asses bobbing up and back to the music while they stuck their heads out the window. The boys had their hair greased back and their chinos on, and the girls shellacked their feathered hair so hard with, like, a half bottle of Final Net each, they said. It would blow up from the wind in two flat pieces like horns, and their jeans? Homegirl could work some camel toe. They knew they were foxy. Those asses would never be so titanic again in their lives, you could serve a whole flan off those culos and it wouldn’t even jiggle. My friend and I would sit between the other girls, embarrassed but thrilled, whispering about Sammy Z while mouthing to each other, Órale vato! Que barrio!, but not loud enough for anyone to hear us.


What did you do, Yaqui boy? Did you do like Sammy and most of the Mexican boys, marry the girl you took to prom? In Guadalupe everyone had a place. The Yaqui Indians, your people, had their space farther out. I wouldn’t have seen you before and I don’t even know where you went to school. My one good friend when I was fifteen was Mexican and she brought me to your hood. In the overly white community where I lived, all was murderously medium. It was hard to locate yourself there, where everything was a moderate version of something that didn’t dare reach too far up or dip beneath the middle. I went to the barrio instead, trailed along to every Posada and quinceañera; anywhere there were empanadas and mariachis that ended their sets with “Sabor a Mi.” You would never have come to my street where every boy was a football star and every girl a popular cheerleader. I hated them while sometimes wishing I was one too, a girl who was invited to dances, walked home, or occasionally felt up by a creepy uncle.


I was never noticed in my fifteenth year except by you, deer dancer. It was your Pascala and my Easter. I walked through Guadalupe to the far field, where white girls whispered that Mexicans took victims and tied them up with phone cords to rape them. That didn’t scare me half as much as walking the halls at school and I didn’t believe them anyway. I was the only white person for miles and que blanca I was pale as notebook paper without the lines. I noticed the houses getting smaller and the yards more chaotic, overrun with broken cars and swing sets that served as laundry lines. We started to see more of your people as they walked to their Easter, the big holy day. Soon there was just the smell of dough frying and clusters of people, some in costume. My friend headed for the biggest group, packed so tightly that we couldn’t see what they were looking at. Flashing her brilliant smile at a neighbor, she grabbed my hand and he made space for us so we could slip in front.


You were there. There was an old man feet away from you, playing a drum made out of a gourd floating in water. Someone was singing in Yaqui, that language so heavy on article and air, its sounds so untenably painful that every note was someone begging or losing. The music was only background though, because I was watching you. My friend whispered


The drum is the deer’s heart, floating, and the sticks they play are the breath in his body


I don’t know how long it took for you to hypnotize me into reverie. Before the crowd parted I’d seen your antlers above the people and part of me had worried, oh God, not an animal sacrifice, I am an Episcopalian after all, I can only jive with so much, but it wasn’t. It was you, sacred, beautiful boy. You were dancing with a full shed of antlers on your head while your audience stood rapt and reverent.


By legend the deer dancer has to be summoned to dance, receiving the invitation in his sleep. It’s a calling in your culture, where grave decisions are made based on dreams and flowers. Photographing a deer dancer was not allowed and signs of warning were posted. For those who believe, the dance is a fortification so strong that it purifies just to watch it, and since you don’t know how many dances you will see in your lifetime, you should see every one you can. You were my one and despite your shaggy black hair and dirty face you felt as much a deer as any I’ve seen disappearing into the trees. Though probably my age, you’d had more thrown at you and lived harder. Your lower body was so thoroughly covered in red earth that it seemed you’d been left in the sun to rust.


I moved a half step closer, and sensed something more than saw it. A question loomed and the answer couldn’t possibly be yes to does he see me but it was. I could feel myself being seen, though you weren’t looking at me as much as dancing at me, finding me from some radar at the tip of your antlers while arching in my direction. You’d caught my frequency from where I stood at the edge of the crowd, trembling. Your chest was brown enough to make that dirt look like a softer shade of chalk as your breath made your ribs appear and recede. My pulse quickened when your deer raised up as if tracking a mate nearby. Your body was equal parts human and animal; it made me feel safe and hunted in the best way. I wanted to pet you and feed you, I wanted you to chase me and take me with your teeth. I wished you could turn my legs that red dirt color by pinning me to the ground underneath you.


Too abruptly the singing stopped. For a moment you were frozen so still that I began to doubt you’d ever actually moved. When you finally relaxed, you bent over with your hands on your knees, coming back. One of the musicians gave you a handful of cigarettes and some of the men reached for them in exchange for a small tip as a sign of respect. Looking around almost wearily, you ignored them and didn’t stop. Instead you walked across that circle and closed it. You aimed straight in my direction. I stayed fixed on you, your brown eyes, your mouth as you advanced to me, who’d never had a boy walk to her before. Not in that way, to choose her. The last few steps of your approach, with all the men trailing behind, your face was square on and meeting mine at its most open. Taller than I realized, you gazed down as my legs shook, my arms all goose flesh with you only a deer’s distance away. We stared into each other until you held up a cigarette and said


Quieres?


I shook my head no. You shrugged. I offered a smile, really more than I’d ever willingly given any boy. You smiled back and sighed quietly, turning and walking sideways for a few steps to not close off from me, I thought. A quick last glance and you were off, walking alongside the Fariseos as they pelted you with flowers.


•  •  •


There are relatively few of your tribe left, do you count each other? They sold your people for twenty-five or fifty centavos a head, you were hunted like the deer but no one talks about this. No one knows you. Where I grew up your people lived and still live, not far from the desert where those deer run wild, most of those animals not living longer than four years. Mountain lions, men with archery kits bought online, there are too many hunters for deer to live out their potential life span. Their greatest downfall is mating season. That’s when a buck grows careless, letting go of those eyes in the back of his head. If he gets that twitch, hoping a mate is nearby, he will turn right toward that trace of something, suddenly dreamy and reckless. That hope can lead him straight into a bullet; desire then becoming just another hard way for a deer to fall.





Dear Risk Taker,


I remember staring at the Avedon poster of the Beatles when I was four and a half. Years old. It was taped to the wall behind my sister’s bed and I would bore holes in it, staring at them while she played their records, which I already knew. When I was seven or so I was putting on a play in my backyard for an audience of zero, called “Imposter Beatles.” My character was a girl named Sweetie who was seduced by four men claiming to be John, Paul, George, and Ringo. Sometimes the girl down the block joined in but usually I enacted the whole thing alone or with my dog. The beginning was a montage where Sweetie received compliments from Paul about her personality and halter dress, followed by a section where she played on the swings while they serenaded her with songs from Revolver. At some point she began to tap into clues that these were imposters with a plot to kidnap her. Some days Sweetie was gagged and handcuffed by the Faux George, with sadomasochistic implications that were probably unsettling, having been conjured by a second-grader. The play ended with me atop a dirt mound in my yard, arms raised and reaching for the escape rope tossed by helicopter from the genuine Paul McCartney. Paul climbed down and risked his life, all the while singing “Here, There, and Everywhere.” The whole thing satisfied my rescue fantasies and my need to be validated by a rock star while wearing a halter dress. I wrote a letter to a television station trying to get some interest, but my parents never mailed it.
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