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[image: image]


I knew I could stay in this town when I found the blue enamel pot floating in the lake. The pot led me to the house, the house led me to the book, the book to the lawyer, the lawyer to the whorehouse, the whorehouse to science, and from science I joined the world.


I found the blue pot on a Sunday afternoon right after my children left me to go back to their father. He and I had split apart and I was trying to become accustomed to living without my son and daughter without going crazy. Whenever they left me for him, sometimes crying, sometimes not, I felt I had to rush somewhere. But I had nowhere I needed to go and no money to spend once I got there. I would go without thinking, because thinking hurt. I would go hoping to get lost, but the town was so small I would simply end up near where I’d started.


On this particular Sunday in the fall, nearly a year ago, I kissed Sam and Darcy goodbye—no one crying—and tried not to hate the experson for taking them. Failed. Turned away to walk on the windy jogging path beside the lake where no one would see my face as it crumpled.


Towns install jogging paths as their median level of obesity reaches critical. My dear cousin the scientist told me this; there is a high correlation between towns with jogging paths and elevated kindergarten onset rates of type II diabetes.


I was thinking about my cousin, wondering whether he would have screwed up his life as badly as I had mine if he had lived to be my age, thirty-nine and seven twelfths. He bought himself a boat and fell off it a number of times. Being a brilliant scientist does not necessarily mean you know where in space your feet are. He spoke four languages and could explain neurotransmission. He loved French food—sorrel soup was his favorite. As I was remembering his appetite and his big raucous laugh at dinner parties, booming out of nowhere, a blue pot floated by me in the gray green water of the lake.


I clambered down the bank, thinking of the Monday headline in the Onkwedo Clarion: “Mother of Two Drowns, Apparent Suicide.”


The pot smelled of motor oil, and I looked around for a boat to return it to, but there was none. I wrapped it in a plastic shopping bag that was blowing past and put it in the trunk of my crappy old car. I crammed it in with my books and a suitcase of clothes. They were the books and the clothes I needed most in my current state of houselessness.


I washed the smelly pot in the bathtub of my room at the Swiss Chalet Motor Inn. I scrubbed it with a little bottle of motel shampoo till it smelled like it had never met a boat. Then, on the hot plate I hid from the motel maids, I cooked some pasta in the blue pot, the kind of pasta that looks like torn lettuce leaves (lettucini?). I added a lump of butter from the farm across the road and a scraping of dry cheese.


I sat at the window, watching dusk gather and taillights disappear over the hill. The food was wonderful.


The blue pot reminded me of sitting around a dinner table with people talking, candles lighting their faces as they ate a meal someone had made, maybe me. Although I never could follow a recipe, I did cook. My father would be at one end making his wry remarks, my cousin at the other end. We would be eating and laughing—I remembered this so clearly—everyone brought together for dinner. As I looked around that table in my mind’s eye, there was my daughter’s shiny black hair with her crazy zigzag part, my son with his sleepy sweetness and deep thoughts, and me. The meal gathered us, my wise father and my cousin too, before their mad stampede off to heaven.


I think of the blue pot as a gift from my cousin, one of those things dead people send you when they know you need help, a gift of peace. I would like to believe this is true.
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CAMPING
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On a gray spring Onkwedo morning earlier last year, when I was still married to the experson, I was loading breakfast dishes into the dishwasher while receiving instruction from him on how to do it properly.


I was good at a few marriage-related skills. I don’t remember now what they were. Not the crucial ones—following his directions was not among them. The experson believed in order and control, which included control of me. But as the marriage bumped along, I was less and less able to do his bidding. My father’s decline had made seeking order in the small things of life irrelevant to me, since the big things, life and death, were so obviously out of control. Making order out of dirty dishes, for example, seemed entirely beside the point of life.


At the dishwasher the experson said to me, “God is in the details,” and I crammed his dirty coffee mug in any way at all and I walked out. You’d think that an argument about loading the dishwasher wouldn’t be sufficient cause to leave someone, especially when children are involved, but that’s what tipped me out the door.


Losing my children began at that moment. Before the coffee mug, there were just two married people at war with each other, but losing the children began right there. Losing my son and daughter was an awful set of events, inexorable, like “Found a Peanut,” that song kids sing on car trips and you cannot stop them.


I walked away from my then husband, standing over me at the dishwasher telling me how to live. From the storage closet I hauled out our son’s Boy Scout tent, sleeping bags, matches, and a flashlight and put them in the trunk of my car. I went back in the house twice without seeing the experson, once for Darcy’s stuffed bear and the second time to pull off my wedding ring, which I left on top of my diaphragm case.


I drove to Onkwedo Bagels and bought supplies. I drove to the school and signed the kids out for “a family trip.”


The campground was one we’d gone to with their father. It was just across the state line. We were the only campers there in the preseason. In the early darkness of the evening, we lay in Sam’s Scout tent, the skylight unzipped so we could see the moon. Darcy asked me if bears were real.


Sam said, “Of course bears are real.”


“Will they take my Stuffy?” she asked, tucking the toy bear behind her back.


“No, Stuffy is safe. We are all safe,” I said. I gave her the flashlight to hold, and we slept.


The next day we climbed rocks and floated leaf boats in the stream. We saw no bears or even tracks of bears, only geese winging back north in wide Vs.


On the morning of the third day Darcy and I were sitting on a rock drinking slightly ashy cocoa and Sam was toasting a bagel on a stick over the campfire when three state troopers drove up in a car and an SUV. They asked my name, which they already seemed to know.


They asked for my driver’s license, which was in my trunk. I went to get it. I turned around from the open trunk in time to see them put Darcy and Sam in the back of the SUV. My children’s faces vanished behind the tinted windows as the tires spurted gravel. I ran after the SUV, screaming, “This is a mistake!”


The trooper who was left stuffed me in the backseat of the car, one hand on the top of my head, just like you see on TV. I was arrested for kidnapping, handcuffs and all.


The charges were later dropped when my lawyer made a deal.


The custody hearing was my first large helping of Onkwedo reality. It was also the last time I wore a dress. The D.A. was the experson’s friend, the state troopers who drove the getaway car had gone to high school with him, the social worker mowed his lawn (she said it helped build her aerobic conditioning), and the family court judge had been his lab partner in chemistry.


It worked against me that everyone liked the experson. It worked against me that I was too angry, too sad, and too disbelieving that the custody hearing was happening at all to defend myself.


The legal process went south for me when the experson’s lawyer asked me why I’d left. I had been strictly coached not to talk about the dishwasher, so I said, “Freedom.”


My lawyer put his head in his hands.


The judge asked me where I went for freedom, and before I could answer, the experson’s lawyer handed the judge a photo.


The judge asked me if it was true I had been living in my car.


I told him I was camping.


The judge called my lawyer and me up to his desk. He handed us the photo. It showed me peeing in the woods. It was not a vulgar picture, just a woman squatting in the woods. I didn’t see the problem with it until the judge pointed out the sign posted behind me: Onkwedo Reservoir, Public Drinking Water Source.


I didn’t remember seeing the sign. I suspected that the experson’s lawyer had Photoshopped it in.


The judge asked me if I had anything to say. As he waited for my response, he pushed his glass of water toward the edge of his desk.


I looked around the courtroom at the faces. Nobody knew me. Nobody knew that I gave birth like a heroine. Nobody knew that I was missing my father. Nobody knew that only in my car did I feel like myself.


The judge’s decision came a week later. He said that I was “unstable,” both financially and emotionally. That I exhibited “bizarre and erratic behavior.” And that my children would be better off with their father except for one weekend a month. Any alimony I might have gotten was wiped out by what I should have been contributing in child support. I hadn’t planned on being broke, but the point is that I hadn’t planned any of it.


You would think it was careless on my part to lose custody of my children over something as small as following directions. You would think that I was crazy or bad or stupid. That was what I thought too.
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ONKWEDO
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When the weather turned cool, I moved from the woods to the run-down Swiss Chalet Motor Inn, its name derived from a strip of gingerbread tacked along the office roof.


Wherever I was, the custody decision droned in my head like tinnitus: “Defendant is itinerant, financially and emotionally unstable … unable to produce character witnesses … exhibits bizarre and erratic behavior (see photo attached, Exhibit A) …” I’d memorized the whole thing. My brain kept going up against it, trying to topple it, to find a way around it, but it stood like a stone cliff.


I hadn’t realized how much time mothering took up. Without my children I had acres of unfilled, unscheduled, lonely time. Cook a meal, sleep or not, take a walk or not—it didn’t matter.


In my car were my books and a few clothes. I didn’t miss the clothes I’d left behind. Those clothes represented attempts to make the experson think something about me: “Gosh, she’s sexy,” or “She’s had two babies, but she’s still got her figure.” But he never thought those things about me at all. He simply didn’t think about me. The feeling next to love is interest, and the experson had no interest in me. To him, I was like a big laundry pile heaped on the floor, not his laundry, but someone’s.


I didn’t miss picking out clothes every day. I wore the same pair of pants and rotated two shirts. I would wash one at night in the motel sink. It was simple.


At the Swiss Chalet Motor Inn I kept a pair each of my children’s pajamas in ziplock baggies to hold their smell. I stored the bags under my pillow to help me sleep. The slight rustle of the plastic did not disturb me.


Life without Sam and Darcy at the motor inn gave me a lot of opportunities to think about failure, my failure. It was not the experson’s fault that we’d flunked couplehood; control is not necessarily a bad thing. And I didn’t blame the stylish couples counselor (stylish in an Onkwedo way, all big earrings and boots) we were seeing at the time. Couples counseling, now there is a career choice for embracing failure.


The experson had told me repeatedly that “failure to plan is planning to fail.” Planning didn’t come naturally to me. He was a thorough planner, who’d divided his life into chunks of well-ordered time. For the kickoff to his twenty-year plan, the experson chose me to be the mother of his children. He thought I was malleable, could be shaped into the right kind of partner if he could only get me away from the city to a wholesome place.


I know that he based his choice of me on the three key maternal traits he believed ensured survival of the young: big bottom (fertility, comfort), frugality (endurance), and the capacity to tolerate chaos, which he equated with child-rearing ability.


Two years ago, when the children were three and nine, he moved us from the city up to his hometown, the wholesome town of Onkwedo. It was the second stage of his twenty-year plan for our lives. The first had been two offspring, by a carefully selected mother; the next was his successful retirement at the age of forty. He’d designed a compression mold called a “bite” that is used in the production of car tires. For the duration of the marriage I understood his brilliant innovation, but with divorce my comprehension had disappeared.


I first met the experson in the spring in New York City. It was lunch hour and I was sitting on the back steps of the magazine office, letting the sun lighten my hair. I had just gotten a trainer haircut from the beauty school across the street. With the new haircut, I looked efficient and slick, no-nonsense. I looked unlike my regular self, which is probably what attracted him.


When he asked me what I did, I told him I worked in publishing. This wasn’t untrue: I was a fact-and-statistics checker for Psychology Now—how many monkeys, what color M&M’s they preferred, etc. My chief aptitude for the job was my ability to remember where in a book or an article a sentence or paragraph occurred. I was good at my job and I liked the work. The “facts” in psychology are squishy and porous, more like opinions or even guesses than hard scientific data. There is always an “on the other hand” in psychological facts. This never bothered me.


Because of the haircut, the experson probably thought I had a highly responsible executive job. I didn’t intend to mislead him. In spite of his smooth voice and sweet smell, I didn’t care enough what he thought of me to straighten him out. When he found out my real job title, it planted the seeds of his thinking that I was not a trustworthy person.


By then I was pregnant with Sam.


Friends’ marriages with even less promise have worked out. Two classmates from Statistics 101 married the teaching assistants—went into their offices during midterms, broke down crying, got their tears kissed away, and soon thereafter got engaged. Both couples have children. You would think these statisticians would worry about watering down their gene pool, breeding with weepy D students, but they didn’t.


I made it through statistics dry-eyed. Played Ping-Pong with my TA. Hit myself in the face with the paddle. Bled. Lost the game. He offered me a Band-Aid, which I took, but I didn’t sleep with him. Why did I marry the experson and not my statistics TA? I recall that the statistician’s sweat was acrid. Maybe love dwelled in my nose?


I know how stupidly random that sounds, but the actual doorway to the experience of pleasure—the oxytocin foyer—is the nose. I didn’t have a better theory about me and love. And I had failed to plan. I just let things happen. In the motel room, I thought about this failure a lot. I didn’t know if I had actually made a choice about love.


One of those squishy psychology facts is that women who have brothers pick better mates, and I had none. I loved my father and my cousin, both city men. I worked hard at understanding them. And I did understand, a little bit. If they were birds, you would say that I recognized their song. But it wasn’t helpful in my overall understanding of men. Nothing about them lent itself to a rule that could be followed; each was a one-off.


Other than being men and being my family, my father and cousin had one thing in common: each could lift himself at will above the slog of day-to-day life and see the pattern. Sometimes I could do it too, pull up like a periscope above the crust of the earth and look around. It reminded me that the place where I stood was only one point on the overall map of the world.


I did that often in my first year in Onkwedo, reminding myself that the earth was huge and filled with many other people besides the ones I saw in this small town, the same wholesome people over and over again.


I should never have let the experson choose me. We didn’t even speak the same language. Maybe I was like the women who come to America from France, not the Parisians, who know quoi is quoi, but the ones from the provinces who search out the biggest smuggest Owen Wilson look-alike they can find and marry him. In my mother’s generation they went for the Gary Cooper type. You want to take these French women aside and explain to them, not that one, pas cet homme-là!


But I did end up married to the experson, with Sam, and then—following his plan—Darcy. And we did leave the city behind for Onkwedo.


Right after I left the city, my father left the world. He died in spring. April is the month when people’s bodies say enough already, like trees whose sap won’t rise again. After my father was gone, I was stunned by the specificity of my loneliness. I was lonely only for him; no other person could fill the void. Even if my city friends had come to see me—and they didn’t—they could not have helped. I felt there was no one left on earth to make the loneliness go away. Grief and depression look exactly the same. It didn’t matter which it was, I had lost my guiding star.


Living Upstate made it worse. Onkwedo reminded me of the bookshelves in the reception area of the Psychology Now office. Every title of interest had been taken from the shelves by someone and not returned. What remained were the blandest and most unwantable books. It was uncanny to pass my eye over row upon row of book spines and experience not a single flicker of interest. Here in Onkwedo it was the same, I thought, every sparky adolescent runs away, every troubled child is squashed firmly, every artist finds a way out. What remained were the people who belonged here, dulled and compliant and able to fit in.


That’s how it seemed to me during that first long winter, gray upon gray. Even the clouds had clouds.
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HOUSE
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In my bed at the motor inn, after my dinner from the blue pot, I closed my eyes and let the pasta to do its calming work. I told myself that my children had each other. I recited this “fact” left over from my former job at the psychology magazine: sibling relationships are formative and predict future happiness. I told myself I could feel good that Sam had Darcy to look out for, that Darcy had a big brother, that they were a team.


Lying under the dank chenille bedspread with my eyes closed, I tried to periscope up, pulling my focus way high so I could check on my children.


I could see Sam, asleep in his bed, his body curled tightly around a pillow. Darcy too was sleeping, but she sought with her face, nuzzling, eyes closed, as if looking for something with her cheeks and lips. When I saw this, I got out of bed and sleep was gone for the night. I stood by the motel room window, looking out at the absolute blankness that was my current home, Onkwedo.


When morning came I drove to a backstreet behind the children’s school and parked, waiting for kindergarten recess to start. Jazz was playing on the car radio, and the windows were rolled up. I wasn’t exactly happy in my car; I had forgotten about being really happy. The moments of okayness, like this one, passed for happy. My clothes and books were still in the trunk, packed in boxes, reference books packed separately in case I needed them. I kept my cooking things there too, so I wouldn’t get in trouble with the motor inn management.


I felt at home in my car, parked on the quiet street. But from the trunk, the blue pot called to me. It reminded me of the big stove in my parents’ house, of all the people I’d cooked for, the ones I loved, hungry and gathered around a table. The pot called out for a big stove and a flame under it, a room with a table and people seated around it. I would be serving something from the blue pot, probably pasta.


My breath had steamed the windshield.


The parking spot gave me a view of the school playground, through two backyards. I could see my daughter through the naked trees of late October only when she climbed to the top of the slide. I saw her right before her descent, wearing a charcoal gray sweatshirt. The other girls wore pink or lavender jackets. The other girls had mothers dressing them in the mornings; matching mittens and hats, snowsuit sets. Even in the ugly gray hoodie she was heart-stoppingly beautiful. The air around her crackled and glowed, a corona of light. She looked entirely solitary.


Watching her made my chest hurt, I wanted to hold her so much. I had to satisfy myself with seeing her make her determined climb to the top of the slide, then disappear in a blur of gray. A pink blur followed her, then another pink, a lavender, then Darcy again.


Then the whistle for the end of recess must have blown, because the top of the slide stayed vacant. I wiped a clear circle in the fog on the car window to see better.


The houses on the street where I was parked were old and made of stone or wood. Some had been added to in such ill-conceived ways that they looked like cats wearing lipstick.


One was for sale. A woman came from the back door and walked to the corner of the yard. She was carrying a bowl. She lifted the lid of a screened-in cage and dumped some scraps. Compost, I thought.


I looked at the For Sale sign. I looked at the house. It had windows that covered one long side. It looked as if a young architect—fresh from Onkwedo’s own Waindell University—had fallen in love with Frank Lloyd Wright, bought himself a pile of wood, borrowed a hammer, and set to work. The house was both beautiful and a shack at the same time, made with the young architect’s good ideas about modern design. Like the Second Little Pig had been schooled at the Bauhaus.


The simple part of me began to count. I only do this when I am happy. When you are counting, time passes more slowly. Every child knows this.


One was compost. Two was the tall windows. Three was privacy, as if the house had its shoulder to the road, face turned away to the southwest. Seven through ten was the nose of the house pointing trimly upwind like a sailboat. I thought dully, house. I could have my own house. I could have rooms where the experson could not come and explain to me in his reasoned way how poorly I was doing at life.


What formed in my mind was not exactly a plan; it was just a picture in the dim fog of my sad head. Maybe it was a plan. Maybe that’s what planning looked like. At the time it just felt like a retreat from pain.


I called the number on the sign and put in motion the many tedious steps that moved me forward—and it did feel like forward—into the house with its own roof, which I now must keep tight. The sale of my father’s “good” car provided the down payment. I was still driving his other car, the one he’d given me when I’d gotten married. It had been his way of taking care of me, a gift of independence.


At the closing, the lawyer told me that someone famous had lived in the house—he couldn’t remember who it was. It seemed an unlikely house for a famous person, but I thanked him and accepted the keys.


Later, when my books were alphabetized on the shelves and I was sitting on an overturned box in the middle of the largest, emptiest room, the doorbell rang and a Japanese person, holding a camera smaller than his thumb, explained the house to me. “It was lived in by Nabokov,” he said, with practiced-sounding equal accenting of the syllables. “Vladimir Nabokov, the greatest writer of his times, for two years in the 1950s. He wrote a lot here, but he did not immortalize the house.” We were standing in the foyer. I offered him tea, but he declined politely. He asked to take a photo for his website.


When he left, I went to look at the bookshelves. Most of the books had belonged to my cousin. After he died, in the fancy Boston hospital, with the nurses in street clothes and the doctors smarter than God, I had collected his books from his boat, stacks of swollen paperbacks, and taken them away with me. They’d been in boxes and were now alphabetized on the shelves of my new house.


On the N shelf, I found Speak, Memory by Vladimir Nabokov. It was his autobiography. I brought it into the built-in bed, the only piece of furniture in the large bedroom. It must have been where the Nabokovs had slept. I flipped through the book. There was a picture of his wife, Vera, taken for a passport. She was beautiful. The book was dedicated to her. The words were close together on the page, but “love” jumped out at me from different places. I closed the book and fell asleep.




[image: image]



MAIL
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After I’d lived in the house for nearly a month, it still felt vacant. I had set up an “office” for myself in the basement: a table with paper, pens, envelopes, and stamps, plus an old beast of a computer, courtesy of my employer. My job was answering the mail for the Old Daitch Dairy. Following the wretched custody decision, the social worker had found this job for me. She said it would suit me because I liked to read. She probably thought I couldn’t do anything else. She was pretty much right. I’d left the job at Psychology Now when Darcy was born and hadn’t worked outside my home since then. My workplace confidence was nonexistent.


Every weekday I received a sack of Old Daitch Dairy mail. Mostly it was business solicitations, but there were also letters from customers, some of them angling for a free pint of ice cream. Once a woman wrote to suggest a new flavor: pancake batter. I quit working early that day.


The bills I put aside for Ginna, the bookkeeper. She worked from home too, and I would bring them to her once a week. Ginna was a mathophobe who sweated out her blouse every time she used the calculator. In spite of that, she said she’d never made a mistake. I guess it was the idea of making a mistake that bothered her. I wouldn’t have thought the sweating would matter—the Old Daitch Dairy office is in a barn—but I guess she preferred working from home because it was easier on her wardrobe.


My new house had good closets, all nearly empty. Old Daitch Dairy paid me very little, and none of the money could go toward clothes. I owned one pair of pants that were fit to wear outside the house. I tried not to think about the state of my shoes.


The children each had a room, into which I put all my decorating efforts. I tried to make their rooms pretty and “homey” for when they came, with pictures on the walls, a quilt and an afghan from my grandmother covering each of their beds.


I had few furnishings. A couch had been left behind. It was a bit sprung in the seat, but ample. I was acutely aware that it wasn’t stuff that made a home. My house needed people. It needed noise and play, conversation, even arguments. My new house was completely empty of love, of connectedness, of people up against each other.


This thought would drive me out of doors, out into the yard, which seemed less appallingly void than the space within the walls of the house. Or I would find a reason to go to the supermarket—a quart of milk—just to see and hear other people. I would eavesdrop on the women in the checkout line at Apex Market, wondering if we would ever be friends. It was a chatty kind of town. I would hear about what their kids would or wouldn’t eat, and a lot about cleaning. Houses in Onkwedo were tidy and fussy looking, with little shrubs and two-toned shutters, color-accented front doors.


The women were often talking about “deep cleaning.” I didn’t know what that meant, but it sounded boring. Maybe we wouldn’t be friends. I remembered from my old job that repressed people are always trying to rid their lives of filth. Hand washing and more hand washing paved the road right to obsession.


Maybe cleaning had replaced lovemaking up here. Maybe passion had gone extinct Upstate. I didn’t know Onkwedo well, so this was an outsider’s speculation, but the signs that no one here cared about sex surrounded me.


One morning, I was lying on the grass in the backyard of my new house. The mail had not come yet to start my workday. I lay there, thinking about love and waiting for the mailman. The earth felt slightly warmer than the air. I was thinking that when I lived in the city, there was no grass and people had more sex. We did. We ate less and had more sex than up here in Onkwedo. The perspective of hindsight was inaccurate, I knew. When you look back on your life, the hot nights of passion stand out and all the bowls of cream of wheat and vanilla ice cream do not.


Still, there had to be a location factor in lack of sex. It was cold Upstate, and people dressed badly and spent most of their time in cars. When people actually encountered one another, it was at the supermarket, which—aside from the mild frisson of the produce aisle—was the unsexiest place imaginable.


The clothes people wore up here said absolutely nothing about the bodies underneath: square shirts of bright meaningless color, big dumb pants in bulky, scratchy fabric with huge pockets to minimize the butt. There was no “look at my ass” up here in cow country. Even the pregnancies didn’t seem like the result of passion but like a board game where the pawns had been moved into the end zone.


Lying on my back, looking up at the gray unicloud of sky, I was thinking that I didn’t know where sex had gone or even if it still existed someplace. Young people didn’t seem to be getting much. Gay people either, and it used to be you could count on them. If there was sex going on, it was in the city and certainly not here. Although in the city it might have shifted entirely into the commercial sector. Most pleasures now required transactions, contracts.


It shouldn’t have bothered me. I should have had better things to think about, like the welfare of my children or even what was for breakfast, because that was something I could do something about. Yet I was thinking that here we all are on this green place for such a short time, and what if nobody makes love anymore? It was sad. It was as if there were no more music.


I stood up and brushed the grass off myself, went in the house, and turned on the radio. I found some jazz to keep me company while I waited for the arrival of the mail.


The mailman drove a white truck. His name was embroidered on his jacket in red thread: Bill. With the radio playing, I walked around the house opening and closing books, testing myself to see if I remembered what was on their pages. It was a kind of mental yoga. I used to be able to remember the pagination of every book I owned. I could read the favorite ones over in my mind without even opening the cover. After I nursed my children, that information disappeared. Sometimes I could still summon it up, like “Rich Rolled Sugar Cookies,” page 872, Joy of Cooking. Perfect page recall is a dull talent, but it is not as dull as this one: I knew which container the leftovers would fit in best.


Over a trumpet solo, I could hear Bill’s truck downshifting to climb the steep hill to my house. That gave me about seven minutes—three mailbox stops—until my workday started. With Dick Katz playing piano riffs on the radio, I changed into the Pants and a clean shirt, grabbed the mail sack, and went outside.


You would think there would be a correlation between having sex and owning nice clothes, but there is not. There is no correlation between sex and happiness either, or sex and fitness, or even youth. Sex is like the appreciation of jazz music; it can land on anyone at all.


My scientist cousin loved jazz. When we both lived in the city, my cousin would ring my doorbell well after midnight, waking me up to drag me out to jazz bars. He explained to me that you have to show up at the dive bars that never get rocking till after one a.m., and you have to stay till dawn, because when it happens—when the jazz fairy touches down—the music will last you the rest of your life.


For him that wasn’t very long.


Maybe the sex fairy had quit?


I shouldn’t have been thinking about that, but if I didn’t, there was only death to think about: death, money, and food.


I was standing by the mailbox with my finished sack of outgoing mail when Bill drove up in his white U.S. Postal Service truck, its rearview mirror framed in pink cat fur. Waiting outside for your mailman may have been breaking the rules of Onkwedo, I didn’t know. It embarrassed me not to know the rules of the place where I lived—like the rule for smiling. People in Onkwedo smiled at me, whereas in the city no one smiled. When I first came here, I thought the smiles meant something, like that my pants were unzipped or they wanted to tell me how they had met Jesus Christ. But the smiles didn’t mean anything. They weren’t about me at all. They were your basic have-a-nice-day kind of smiley face.


Bill’s smile was real. I met him out by the mailbox every weekday. I was probably one of the most regular customers on his route. Some days Bill was the only person I spoke to. He was the friendliest person I’d met here. Not the making-nice kind of friendly, but the real I-am-happy-to-see-you kind of friendly. When he spotted me, his face broke open like the sun through the clouds.


Today was no exception. “Hello there,” he beamed. “You like to read?”


I thought he was making a joke because he was about to hand me a particularly big mail sack from Old Daitch Dairy. I often think people are joking, and most of the time in Onkwedo I am wrong.


My arms were braced for the mail sack, but instead Bill handed me a tote bag from the local sewing and needlecraft store. It was filled with books. “My wife thought you might like these.”


“Thank you,” I mumbled. I bent my head over the bag, pretending to read the titles, because I didn’t want my mailman to know I was crying. “Thank you. I’ll return them.”


“No need,” he said airily. “The garage is full of books—can’t even fit the snowblower in. I tell Margie she reads too much, but she doesn’t change.” He said this last part like it was a good thing and slung a mail sack at my feet. The white truck roared off in a fog of diesel.


The books were mostly romances with pink and gold covers featuring half-naked men and aroused-looking women. There was also a purple book, Visualize Your Business Success: See It and It Will Happen. Maybe that was where passion lay in Onkwedo, all packed away inside steamy paperbacks. I couldn’t decide whether to read them or burn them in the fireplace. Smoke from colored ink contains carcinogenic carbon chains, I remembered from my old job.


After I answered the mail and ate my roasted beet greens, I decided to reward myself with reading one of Bill’s wife’s books. It was still a long seventy-two hours till the children came to me. I could squander most of them on work, some on sleep, some on food. When the children were gone, I ate leftovers and the bitter, scary foods: kale, sardines, lima beans. When they were with me, we ate sweeter, more recognizable things: baked potatoes with butter, poached pears.


Dear Mrs. Coswell:


Thank you for your letter. We understand your concern about hormones in the milk. We do not give our cows preventative antibiotics. We do not have “free range” cows, as you suggest, because of the danger it would pose to motorists as well as to the cows themselves, but our fields are ample, and within the fences the cows roam freely.


These practices are reflected in the wholesome and fresh taste of our ice cream. I believe it is particularly apparent in the vanilla. I am enclosing a coupon for a free cone, should you make it out to our stand during the summer.


Best wishes,


Old Daitch Dairy


In the spot by the window where Nabokov may have written whole books, I was writing to Upstate folks who had both the time and the need to communicate with their dairy products’ source. If I were a more upbeat person, I would have thought of it as being part of the literary tradition of this house. But since I was not, it seemed like further evidence of the decline of civilization.
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DARCY
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Four whole weeks in my new house and it was finally my turn for the children, but I only got one of them, my daughter. Sam had hockey practice, which conflicted with my “visitation,” that utterly wrong-sounding term. It enraged me to be cheated of him, and I wanted to fight it, but I didn’t because I knew how Irene, the biased social worker, would interpret it for the judge. It would be me, the selfish mother, versus the son’s health and fitness. Her view synchronized perfectly with the experson’s. Instead I anonymously ordered another five pizzas to be delivered from Loro’s to the experson’s lawyer. It wasn’t exactly passive-aggressive, it was more aggressive-aggressive. Extra cheese, all of them.


The only thing I liked about the social worker was that she was plain. Plain with a trim body. That kind of person was a good choice in a partner. For one thing, she would never lose her looks. I couldn’t think of a second thing. Maybe she was a good driver. She commuted from Oneonta, where she cared for her wheelchair-bound father, three hours of driving a day to get to her work. She had a good job—two jobs if you counted the yard work. She had moved some of her things into the experson’s house. I saw a robe and fuzzy purple slippers in his closet. And on the night table her book, Training the Inner Child. I saw this when I was snooping, pretending I needed pajamas for Darcy.


Irene was careful never to be in his car when he dropped off the children, but once I saw them going into the barbecue restaurant, all four of them. I was on my way back from the library. I didn’t need to go to the library, but it was the only place in Onkwedo where I felt I might belong. Sometimes, after I read the newspaper cover-to-cover and looked at the new books, I would drive the main road loop like a teenager, wasting gas, wondering why I was here. That’s what I was doing when I passed the parking lot of Stick to Your Ribs, recognized the experson’s car, and saw him with his arm around Irene, the children following them into the restaurant.


I pulled over at the next light and vomited. I puked into the storm drain. It was about as tidy as public vomiting could be.


After I sluiced my mouth with water and ate a peppermint, I asked myself sternly, “Why shouldn’t he be happy?” I answered myself like this: “Why shouldn’t he be dead?”


I decided if she made my children call her mommy, I would do something bad. I’d read in the library’s Onkwedo Clarion what they were serving for dinner that night in the Onkwedo Correctional Facility: Chili, California Mix, Canned Pears.


As usual, Irene wasn’t in the car when the experson dropped Darcy off. I had arranged the house in readiness for my daughter: butter softening on the counter, piles of scrap paper and a pair of scissors, some new ribbon from the Dollar Store to dress her dolls. He rang the doorbell, and when I opened the door, he pushed Darcy inside like she was unwilling to come.


It was all I could do not to hug her, but I knew better. I gave her the three feet of space she required, like a maidservant gives the queen. I carried her jacket to its hook. I placed her sequin-covered purse beside her rubber boots. I inquired if she was ready to make cookies. Unlike her brother, Darcy refused to follow recipes. She liked to make “freehand” cookies—cracking eggs, pouring vanilla, tasting dabs of sugar and butter. The cookies never came out the same way twice. Her favorite part was cracking the eggs. Darcy would break open every egg in the house. After she left, I would be eating omelets all week.


She didn’t answer me. I switched gears from servile to efficient mommy. I bustled around, smoothing the ribbon, straightening the stack of paper. I stared at her covertly, my eyes drinking her in. Darcy, like all real beauties, has beautiful everything, even body parts that are intrinsically homely, like ankles. Her ankles are elegant as small sails scooped by the wind. The part on her head is beautiful: a white switchback trail separating sweeps of fine black hair. Her eyes were turned from mine, but when she glanced up, they startled me: icy blue with one wedge of brown, a slice of chocolate pie, a gift from her maternal grandfather. In some cultures the asymmetry would be the mark of a witch, an enchantress.


She saw the ribbon and pounced on it. “What’s this for?” she asked, her voice scornful, as if all my offerings were cheap, pointless.


I reminded myself that she had to punish me for leaving her. “Decoration,” I said. Darcy believes in decoration. She has the eye. My hands were yearning to touch her hair. I stuffed them in my back pockets. I watched her shoulders let down a little bit. She circled the paper, touched the scissors. I could see she was mad and she didn’t know why. “Would you like some honey tea?” I offered. She wouldn’t answer me. Honey tea was a spoonful of honey in hot water. She liked it with milk, my son with a squeeze of lemon.


Waiting for her to move toward me, I settled myself on the couch, back turned, breathing, ready.


She came up behind me and tugged my hair. “Do you want a ponytail?”


“Yes.”


She left the room and I could hear her rummaging for a long time, running between the bathroom cabinets and various closets. She reappeared with my business tote bag, crammed full. “This is a beauty store,” she announced. “I am the …”—she thought a minute—“shampooler,” she said with authority.


She began to comb my hair roughly, stopping to spray it with something that smelled weirdly familiar, but was not from the hair product family. Spray starch? Deodorant? I couldn’t see the bottle. I hoped it was not a cleaning product. I held still as she twined ribbon through my sticky hair, braiding and twisting. She brought me a mirror. I could see that she had the right idea, to interfere with and alter every single hair, but the results were eccentric. I had the look of cornrows gone bad.


Holding the mirror, she stood close to me. I could smell her under all the spray, her little warm self. I didn’t reach for her, but soon she was sitting on my lap. She weighed thirty-eight pounds. I could feel each precious one. “You look silly,” she said. And then she looked me hard in the eyes. “Where were you?”


“I was here,” I said. “I was getting ready for you to come back.”


This satisfied her and she said, “It is time to make the cookies. Regular cookies,” she specified, yanking one of my seven ponytails. “And decorate them.” We moved into the kitchen, holding hands, preparing for her favorite taste: the raw marriage of butter and sugar. For the moment, my daughter and I were together, her small pink palm warm against mine. I let that touch fill every part of me.
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BOOK
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After Darcy left Monday morning on the school bus, I ate misshapen cookies for breakfast with a side of scrambled eggs. And then my luck changed. It changed while I was cleaning up our messes, alone and stuffed with cookies. This is how it always happens with luck.


I was gathering Darcy’s lost purses. In the garage I found three of them. That wasn’t the lucky part; she leaves her purses everywhere. Her purse collection included five mini-backpacks, one fanny pack, four shoulder bags, six clutches, five wallets, four change purses, and four handbags that fell outside any category. She carried one wherever she went, always crammed full. Each purse contained a mélange of her and my things. Any lipstick I had ever owned in the pink range had been purloined. She left me the muddy “naturals” and reds.


The purse collection had grown from Darcy’s deeply feminine instinct to collect appealing and random objects and put them in any receptacle that snaps or zips. She’d done this since she could first crawl. My daughter fashioned herself as a femme fatale. During the cookie making she’d asked me how many times you are supposed to marry—“Six?” Greta Garbo started the same way. Little Gertlich crawled around gathering something shiny, something sticky, something soft as feathers, and something she had no right to take. It’s the association of these objects and the mastery over them in their disparity that plants a girl on the path to sirenhood.
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“l knew | could stay in this town when | found
the blue enamel pot floating in the lake. The
pot led me to the house, the house led me to
the book, the book to the lawyer, the lawyer to
the whorehouse, the whorehouse to science,
and from science | joined the world.”

So begins Leslie Daniels’s funny and moving novel
about a woman’s desperate attempt to rebuild her
life. When Barb Barrett walks out on her loveless
marriage she doesn’t realize she will lose everything:
her home, her financial security, even her beloved
children. Approaching forty with her life in shambles
and no family or friends to turn to, Barb must now
discover what it means to rely on herself in a stark
new emotional landscape.

Guided only by her intense inner voice and
a unique entrepreneurial vision, Barb begins to
collect the scattered pieces of her life. She moves
into a house once occupied by Vladimir Nabokov,
author of the controversial masterpiece Lolita, and
discovers a manuscript that may be his lost work.
As her journey gathers momentum, Barb deepens
a connection with her new world, discovering
resources in her community and in herself that no
one had anticipated.

Written in elegant prose with touches of sharp
humor and wit, Cleaning Nabokov’s House offers a
new vision of modern love and a fervent reminder that
it is never too late to find faith in our truest selves.
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