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 For Robert  







The kiss originated when the first male reptile licked the first female reptile, implying in a subtle, complimentary way that she was as succulent as the small reptile he had for dinner the night before.—F. SCOTTFITZGERALD


Every woman is a rebel, and usually in wild revolt against herself.—OSCARWILDE
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 Incognito  







You can live a second life under your first one, something functioning covertly like a subway beneath a city, a disease inside the flesh. I did once for several years. On top I went to school and remained in my parents’ house, looking after my younger siblings—two brothers, two sisters—and working part-time at my father’s store. His business was located in a toney neighborhood mall called Happiness Plaza; he sold tasteful home decorations. Perhaps tastefulness always augurs uselessness: large vases from which sprouted bountiful arrangements of parched grass. Brightly gilded cherubs to bear innocent witness to your dreams. An indoor fountain whose steady drip might help you forget the outdoor unbalance, the world.


It might have been inside my father’s store that my second life took shape, some Saturday afternoon while the women—always and forever women—moved through the cluttered floor displays, touching things in this manicured hypnotic way they had, caressing the inessential. No doubt my friends—I had two—joined me; we often stood alongside one another at work, sentries. We had several jobsamong us, each defined, now that I consider it, ideally by vigilant watchfulness. Amanda worked at the Y, lifeguarding; Kip hostessed at the Grape Arbor; and I oversaw curios at my father’s store. Before our steady gazes the patrons moved: down the lap lanes, through the lounge into the restaurant, around the pampas and wind chimes and birdbaths.

In our crafty boredom we created a new friend, spun her out of air and desire. Her name was Dawn Wrigley. She ordered racy catalogs, she wrote to men in prison, she complained over the radio on behalf of Kansas adolescence. She was brash and outrageous, had a terrible temper and few scruples, she’d ingested every fathomable pharmaceutical, and she was our spokesman, our voice, our splash of brilliant graffiti on the high white wall erected between Us and Them.

Our secret energy impelled her, the buzz inside our hive.

Some nights she phoned the college dorms, the three-digit fixed prefix and the subsequent random numbers. Down a hall of boys she went, offering pleasures the three of us had never known. Kip was best at this; we never asked ourselves why. On the weekends we found the bar that would not question our birth dates—the Fraternal Order of Police—or FOP—Lounge, ironically, was one of the best, a barroom full of cops, wooing the underaged—and sat in a dark corner waiting for companionship, drove recklessly through the city in search of more, eventually dropped ourselves into the basement of my family’s house around the telephone and summoned Dawn Wrigley. The evening was never over for Dawn.

“Baby?” Kip would say, gripping the receiver, sometimes tearfully, as if spurned, sometimes breathlessly, as if having run to the phone, but always as if it were the college boy who’d phoned her, and always hours later than he promised.“Baby, it’s me, Dawn, where are you? Why aren’t you here, you said you’d be here? It’s pitch black here, and I’m so terrified. I can’t talk, I’m just borrowing this phone, so listen—” and they always stopped trying to get her attention when she said this, they stopped trying to correct her misunderstanding,and they listened “—instead of picking me up at the park, I’m going to walk over to Douglas, over by Happiness Plaza. You know Happiness Plaza? Please come as soon as you can, come pl—” and now Kip would slam the two phone halves back together, receiver to cradle, as if the kindly neighbor who’d opened his door for her had taken it into his head to ravish her. I guess. We had about fifty percent success with any Dawn Wrigley ploy. Off to Happiness Plaza we would trek, the three of us still drunk, now warmed from the safety of my parents’ house, from the bounty of their larder, back aglow in the cold world, protected by Dawn Wrigley’s broad pseudonymous force. Why did it satisfy us to see the car—Nova, Malibu, Mustang—rumble into the parking lot of my father’s business? To see it crawl slowly by, the two boys—they did not come alone, these boys—peering along the six closed shops, florist, travel agent, dry cleaners, pharmacy, real estate, and City Essentials, my father’s store of the utterly nonessential? We used St. James’s Episcopal Church as our cover. The doorway on its west side faced Happiness Plaza and provided sanctuary; we arrived first and waited, hidden by foliage and shadows. They drove their beaters through the parking lot, they cruised around the block, mufflers murmuring. Slowly. Two in the morning, no one else about, the city lit but silent, perhaps the fog of our breath the only motion besides their car. Where was that girl? Had the neighbor whose phone she used strangled her with its cord, left her for dead in some distant cistern? Or had they been duped, there was no girl, there’d never been a girl? Bewitched by Dawn Wrigley. Tomorrow she would be a story on their lips, her vitality boosted beyond our little trio’s universe. Perhaps in their story the evening wore on, Dawn performing for them some further favor. Sometimes they drove the route between College Hill Park and Happiness Plaza, the three blocks that separated them, searching as if for a lost pet. Here, girl, come on. We had a back passage home, down pathways between church structures, between fences between yards, right up the steps and through the door to my parents’ house, its solid middle-class deadbolt.

Our power had the force to push that car through the streets, to summon those boys from sleep or party, to play them for fools. I think we liked to imagine their confusion: was there a real girl, or a mere prank? We were making our contribution to the continuing dilemma we intuitively understood to propel the world: what did women want? Rescue, or amusement?

A third alternative had not really occurred to us until the night it resulted. The other thing that could happen was our getting caught. Undone. It wasn’t Happiness Plaza, then, and it wasn’t a phone call to the dorms that initiated the trouble. Dawn Wrigley was born in 1978, full-blown in our imaginations, capable only of expansion, not diminishment. She had a post office box where she regularly received credit card applications and sex toys; eventually, she had a lease on a downtown apartment. Kip signed; we pooled our money, the three of us, and rented by the month. We didn’t need an apartment, as each of us was indulged nearly complete freedom anyway. Our parents had sufficient trust—mine trusted me, Amanda’s trusted her, Kip’s trusted nobody, so their lack didn’t register—and we did what we were supposed to: maintained grades, saved money for college, did not get caught. None of them was a parent who had to look the other way, who had to strain for ignorance; we made it hard to find fault.

So why an apartment? Because it could be done, of course. With it we sailed over yet another hurdle on the way to adulthood. We worked, we took home paychecks, we had our weekends, and now we were tenants. We could with confidence swing open both a Murphy bed and the doors to a liquor cabinet. From the Fraternal Order of Police Lounge we brought our fops, young officers whose hair was too short, whose Boy Scout attitude was too tiresome to get them anywhere with their peers. We were sixteen years old; our buzzer read “Dawn Wrigley,” and when it buzzed, she came to life in each of us. Her cockiness swelled manifest among us, and charmed the cops, three of them, three of us, benighted by Dawn Wrigley, her essence infusing the air like perfume. Together, there was no problem;together, we were  Dawn Wrigley, we could spring her, we could contain her.

Alone, we could not. The cop who came, one Sunday night when Kip agreed to meet him alone, nearly killed her. Close as we were—raw with one another, flagrant, pure—we did not tread beyond prescribed sexual limits with our dates, best described by what our worried high school counselors named Heavy Petting. Cops came, plural, to our apartment, and nothing happened beyond what could be witnessed, plural. Which I suppose Amanda and I both supposed was what we all three wanted. A shared concept, sort of sleazy, sort of virginal, certainly safe. Safe. We each had a set of keys, downstairs and up, and although we might visit the apartment over lunch during the school week, would definitely spend both Friday and Saturday nights there, Sunday was an airlock, the chamber wherein we dropped our secret toxic life in exchange for our other one, the clean one where we were children in our parents’ homes.

So alone Kip met her rookie, alone she led him to our apartment, alone she took her punishment. It did not please him to discover her real age, her status as virgin, the ass he’d made of himself for her. He raped her, but only after they’d already made love. He struck her, but only after he’d had her permission to spank her. He bit her, but only after he’d been nibbling. Nibbling at Kip, while Dawn Wrigley was not about.

When school resumed on Monday without Kip, Amanda and I flew to the apartment, finding her there at our folding table, vodka bottles and orange juice cans before her like a science experiment, bloody sheets hanging akimbo from the shower rod, her eyes on their way to being black, the skin on her arms red from his twisting it, wringing her limbs like laundry. Because she was drunk, she told us everything, concentrating on the thin lines between what had been done with her permission and what had not.

“He has a sister our age,” Kip said through loosened teeth. “Like that’s relevant?”

Kip had white-blond hair, thick and blunt cut so even the tips feltlike needles. Now her hair was stiff with blood, a section stuck to her forehead. The urge to flee from her struck me, warm and liquid, a shameful gag reflex. It had as much to do with her unself-consciousness as anything else. I felt I could no longer be with her, not in the way I had once been. Before, we had operated in the manner of the precocious, taking early what was already coming. Kip’s drunken explanation, brave as it was, complicated and painful and enlightened, still made me blanch. To this day, I cannot drink screwdrivers, the tainted citrus flavor just that potent.

“He’s named Buddy,” Kip told us, “but that’s not his name either. I was Dawn, he was Buddy, the incognito couple.”

There were no reports to file, no charges to levy, no official death certificate bearing Dawn Wrigley’s name to issue, but we bid farewell to our triumvirate, farewell to it and all it had produced. The End.


And then, meanwhile, it came to pass, years went by. Let’s say ten, and then eight more. Kip splintered from us, went her own way, which was into the Wichita work force: hostess to bartender, bartender to manager, manager to marriage and then cosmetic surgery, divorce, AA, pyramid schemes. Amanda attended a Christian college in Dallas because her mother had a stroke, and bullied her from her sickbed to be a virtuous girl. I fled for California and first lived among the hedonists in the North, then among the capitalists in the South. I never found a group I could join, not the way I’d enlisted under the flag of Dawn Wrigley, having pledged something crucial and unspoken and singular. In San Francisco the club was too large; in L.A. too hard to find. I returned to Kansas, big empty plain, place where figures in the landscape could do no less nor more than stand alone. I brought my daughter, a girl nearing twelve years, and left her father to fend for himself among the savages.Perhaps it was the divorce—not unlike leaving a limb behind, having chewed it off in order to escape—or perhaps the return home, or perhaps my daughter’s sudden leap to puberty. In any case,my adolescence came back to me with a ghastly clarity, a sickening poignancy. It might have been as simple as the extraordinary difference between a Los Angeles city street and its Kansas counterpart. Drivers yielded, boys held doors, and nearly everyone sincerely wished you’d have a good day. And night? Well, in February, the streets were just as I remembered them, brittle with silence, wide and empty, our little orderly grid of urban sprawl surrounded by grain silos, intersected by railroads, fat Arkansas River twisting through like an eel. In Wichita, the muzziness in the air was not pollution; it was memory. Wherever I went in that city I saw myself as a young, unhappy girl.

My father had died of a heart attack by then, and my littlest brother, Eddie, ran City Essentials with my mother. They’d updated it, adding a cappuccino machine and a sandwich service. The clientele seemed unchanged, wealthy women, slimmer than in my youth, quicker, aerobicized. My mother the widow had revealed a boisterous yet needy personality, now that she was alone, and Eddie, least favorite sibling, oily since young, did nothing more superbly than prop her up. He’d been the consummately polite boy, the one who used sir  and ma’am  reflexively, like a parrot, like a soldier. In the intervening years, he’d gone to business school to hone his sycophancy, to ready himself to step into my father’s shoes. Such as they were.

“You want a job?” Eddie asked suspiciously when I came home.

“Not for a million bucks.”

He shrugged; he’d never gotten me, either. His wife and baby were guileless redheads, plump and freckled; they seemed afraid of me, unwilling to let my daughter baby-sit, although she offered to do so for free. She loved babies; it was what made me worry for her. Who knew what awaited a girl who loved babies?

A full year after my homecoming, not long after I turned an uneventful thirty-six, an ad appeared in the Wichita Eagle Beacon  personals: ISO Don Wrigley.  The newspaper is such that you read all of it, front page straight through to the used car ads, and all with anantsy hopefulness, as if something, someday, might be unveiled. In search of Don Wrigley, that and a box number. Not the same number we’d once possessed, but a larger one. I scanned the ad first, then studied it, then clipped it. In the telephone book there were no Dawn or Don Wrigleys. Surely Kip and Amanda and I had checked the book before, all those years ago, looked for our creature’s name among the living.

Further, there was no one to tell. The last I’d known of Amanda, she had married another alum of her Christian college, found a job in Nebraska with the governor, left long ago under a name I could not hope to locate, confederated by an apparent political zeal I’d never have guessed. Her parents—mother now in a wheelchair—had moved to mild Florida. As for Kip, only rumor remained.

“Why’d you cut that out?” my daughter asked from the other side of the kitchen table. I was tempted to tell her; she would have enjoyed Dawn Wrigley’s exploits in the way she has always enjoyed my past, my big novel family and its big cavernous house. She listened to her aunts and uncles recount our shared history with a soap opera fan’s reverence for a complicated and endlessly contradictory plot. She’s a good girl, my girl, soft where I was early hard, recipient of undiluted love, inclined in a placid optimistic direction that she inherited from neither me nor her father. Dawn Wrigley would have disappointed or scared her, marking as it did the end of one kind of antic and the beginning of another.

“It’s just funny,” I said of the ad, shrugging. She let it go at that, her head unturned by evasiveness.

So, later, alone, I worried the shred of paper in my hands, considering responses. It was late at night, in my old bedroom on the second floor. Clocks ticked and bonged throughout the house; my mother’s feeble dog groaned downstairs on a couch. Tree limbs rubbed achingly against the gutters the way they always had, and dry snow snicked at my window. With my mother across the hall, and my daughter in the room that had once been my little sisters’, I should have felt the connective power of the generations, my own,my predecessors’, my progeny’s. Instead, I had never felt so alone in my life—so alone I could not even summon my abiding conviction that an intruder would break in. My isolation was that profound: it defied burglary.

I wrote: Don or Dawn?  I studied the box number once more looking for meaning. I sent the envelope without implicating myself with a return address. This was the method of Dawn Wrigley: she did not leave traces.




We were also thieves, in our old life, the underground one, that idling hum that vibrated inside as we sat through classes and meals and dates and lectures and movies and family vacations. Stealing was not necessary for any of us. Amanda’s father was a surgeon, Kip’s sold real estate, my parents ran a profitable business. There was enough money, plenty of clothes, every foolish object offered over the television we already owned. Still, we stole. The act seemed nearly instinctive, playful, practice—like toppling lion cubs, in training to hunt and kill. We stole quirkily. Mice from the pet store, smuggled one at a time inside our coat pockets, their scrambling feet and scared hearts. Sugar bowls from restaurants, silver and stemware. License plates. Bags of frozen vegetables from Safeway. A NO PARKING sign. Lawn ornaments. A television from Montgomery Ward, nestled inside a wicker basket, the most brazen of our booty, engineered by Kip, but surely the brainchild of Dawn Wrigley.


We checked car ignitions the way others check pay phone coin returns: looking for the overlooked. Outside the Century II convention center one winter night, we found a station wagon with its keys stashed beneath the seat. Away we went, leaving Kip’s Datsun like collateral. For an hour we used up gas, aimless and in a hurry, then returned to the lot, parked the wagon three rows from where it had been, and drove away. What would that driver imagine? Car smelling faintly of Love’s Baby Soft, of beer and bubble gum and Doritos, perhaps vaguely warm, tank empty, and resting elsewhere, as if it, too,had a life to lead. The car was like us: it would come back, it would be reliable, but it had some other needs, ones better met in sneaky circumstances.

We stole the predictable, as well, bathing suits and underwear, earrings, eight-track tapes, candy bars, and so on. I was confessing these thefts, the average and the outrageous alike, to a man I met at my daughter’s school. He coached the handicapped, who arrived every morning on what Alane had named the Retarded Bus. Her unusual unkind mouth was what had brought me to her middle school, and it was a Mr. Schweda I had to meet with and appease. He tripped as he entered the room, and rather than cover it, or look back with irritated blame at the object that had leapt into his way, he made a spontaneous and elaborate stumble, knees liquid, feet slippery, hauling himself rumpled and slapstick to the desk where I waited. Who could not be attracted to such a man?

“The thing is,” he said immediately, “your daughter was in the right.” That very morning Alane had engaged in what her principal had named foul language as the handicapped children entered the building. I had driven over set to defend her: a girl deserved not to see a boy’s penis if she didn’t want to, even if that boy was mentally retarded and unaware of what he was doing. Even if the exposure were at the level of a wheelchair. Alane had been stubborn in asserting her rights: Zip yourself up!  she’d yelled. Asshole,  she’d unfortunately added. The boy had had his own arsenal of choice phrases, but the principal hadn’t gone into those. Neither Schweda nor I had witnessed the event, and neither of us had a stake in pursuing it as a subject except to make the principal happy. When I asked, he told me he’d lived in Wichita since the day he was born. I wondered where his type had been when I was in high school.

“I stole things, too,” he claimed at the bar where we went for lunch.

“But why did we steal?”

He shrugged affably, mouth crooked with perplexity.

I said, “In our family there were too many children, and I think Ifelt owed. Somebody, somewhere, owed me something. And I stole things to make up for it.” He was the kind of man I could say that to without fearing the hundred wrong responses. He did not look appalled, nor superior, did not scoff, was not bored, did not care to analyze my overbearing mother or emotionally absent father.

He said, “We could walk out of here without paying for our lunch.”

“But we won’t. I never think of stealing anymore, even though for a couple of years that was how I did my Christmas shopping.Christmas lifting, my friends and I called it.”

“I still think of doing it,” he said. “First of all, I like to get away with things. And second, I like objects that fit into my pocket. Solid objects, like weights, for example, from those old-fashioned scales.” He cupped his palm that wasn’t holding a stein of beer to indicate the treasured heft of what he loved. It was as much his soft baggy eyelids—so like the loose skin of testicles, no?—as his gesture that made me feel that cool cylindrical density.“Maybe you just liked to keep secrets,” he suggested. “Maybe having a rodent in your coat was thrilling.”

“Why do you live here?” I asked. He did not question the transition, the logic that led from his observation to my question seemingly clear.

“Custody,” he said. “And inertia, and nostalgia, and a fondness for . . . ” Here he looked out the bar window at the blocky limestone facade across the street, the two construction workers sitting on a bench in front of it watching us, the steely sky and thin clouds sliding along as if on a sheet of aluminum, the single tree someone had blasted through the concrete to accommodate, now bent sideways in the infernal Kansas wind. Bleakness incarnate, gray on gray on gray. One of the men lifted his blowtorch and shot a tongue of fire, holding it to the end of a cigarette in his mouth. Startled, the two of us laughed—and with that laughter, sealed ourselves away from everyone else at the bar.

I had not recognized the closet my loneliness had made aroundme until that chamber opened to let in Greg Schweda. The view beyond us became a landscape suddenly dear to me, but dear in a bare, frightening, somber fashion, the dearness of bitter truth, of responsibility accepted. I felt—perhaps it was the beer, the infatuation with a man after a long leave from infatuation, the rare gift of laughter—the way I had when I gave birth to Alane, that I had passed irrevocably into the next chapter.

“Schweda,” I whispered, when I was alone. His name itself seemed a secret.

His daughter was four years older than Alane, a blonde girl with a slow eye. Also an injured brain, invisible damage, profound and mysterious. For several months of her eighth year, she had lain in a coma, coming out of it slowly, recovering most motor function except for the crimped turn of her left foot, and her wandering right eye. Standing before you, her body language sent a subtle message: the foot seemed shy, tucking itself away, while that one eye swam luxuriantly, casting about drunkenly as if for better company at a cocktail party. She’d been hit by a car while riding her bike. Greg’s attachment to the Retarded Bus had to do with Sarah, whose short-term memory was practically nonexistent. My daughter, never a cruel child, was scared of Sarah’s class, a rollicking group of the lame and imperfect. I told Greg I thought her fear illustrated a deeper sympathy than the smarmy patronization many of her peers exhibited toward the disabled children.

“She can better imagine it happening to her. She feels really bad, like a grown-up feels, like I would feel. It makes her feel angry, that it’s unfair.” I had no idea how my daughter felt; I was talking about myself.

He nodded, no doubt knowing this about me. We were in bed at his house. His house was close enough to my parents’ for him to be an almost-neighbor. Far too fast we had fallen into intimacy, as if we’d been married to each other before, as if one of us had been somewhere for a while, but had come back, welcome home. I guessed that our marriages had been not unlike, although he did notremind me of my husband. But he was of the same tribe. The sex was bittersweet, each of us openly eager but with long histories of other partners, preferences, routines. Once, sex had been an activity of amalgamation, but these days it seemed like two people performing simultaneous monologues, each with a sense of what had to happen next.

It was his daughter’s accident that had humbled Greg Schweda, derailed whatever anger and passion had created all his other interesting characteristics. He was an anomaly, something set to become one thing, then headed off at the pass. It was his utter command of priority that made me trust him, the way, when he rose in the morning, he knew precisely what had to be done.

On Saturdays, he and Sarah went to the mall. “Don’t let her buy black loafers,” he cautioned when we met them at the north entrance. “She has a half dozen pairs already.”

“I must be . . . a shoe-buying fool,” Sarah said slowly, smiling. She was sixteen years old, but those years seemed acquired in clumps: two eight year olds, one riding atop the other’s shoulders, sturdy foundation and then tottering burden lodged precariously upstairs, straining to make adult conversation from the folds of her grown-up disguise. The first child was the intact third grader who’d gone bike riding one blameless day; the next grew dreamily, in slow motion and at warp speed, and was concealed, lacking operating instructions.

The four of us wandered the Valentine-laden circus. This was the mall I’d grown up with, revised only in superficial ways since those distant times. Our daughters did not know how to behave with us, and we were hardly better in their presence. Each girl, sensing I suppose the sexual content of her parent’s attention, took her respective parent’s hand, as if to keep that hand from seeking a new alliance. This interested me, touched me, my daughter who had not held my hand for a couple of years now. We strolled, Sarah in a halting gait that was so systematized as to appear graceful, like a foreign accent. At shoe stores, she would swerve toward the entrance in a kind ofdaze, something inviting her there. It was the one article of clothing that she could not purchase for herself in a common store, as her shy foot needed special fitting.

“She wants what she can’t buy,” my daughter said to me softly, raptly, as Greg semaphored vigorously for Sarah to keep right on moving, onto the next shop. Sarah smiled sheepishly, briefly recalling and enjoying her mind’s joke on herself.

“I sure do . . . like shoes,” she called back to us, just a little too loud, only slightly too slow.

The crowd and lights blurred as my eyes filled, then cleared once more. Alane bought herself a CD. We ate pizza and watched Wichitans flow by, me always expecting to see someone I knew from my eighteen year past, but never doing so. Sarah asked, every now and then, if she had already eaten, if we had cruised the shoes, and, smiling sweetly at me and Alane, extending her young girl’s hand over the crusts and empty cups, have we met before? “You look fa . . . miliar,” she said.

When we parted in the parking lot, Greg gave me an unexpected hug, opening his coat to include me in it for a moment, like someone beckoning beneath the covers, a little private huddle in a pocket of body heat. My eyes filled again, while our daughters looked away. “Schweda,” I whispered. Love is sadness, I thought, tragedy, just as we’d always supposed when we were in high school.




For several weeks, the Dawn Wrigley ad in the newspaper continued to run exactly as I’d found it. Then, one Sunday, it altered. ISO Dawn Wrigley, of course.  What did it mean, of course  ? With what tone had of course  been added? Someone was speaking to me, across time and through the newspaper, the print of which smudged off on my fingers.


“Is Kip’s mom still in town?” I asked my mother.

She looked steadily at me from inside her new bodily bulk; since my father’s death she had gained nearly one hundred pounds. In hergrief, she ate, as if to compensate, or to fortify herself. I thought of her as inside,  armored with flesh. Over her thick cakey toast she looked out blankly at me, waiting for further prompts. “Katherine Pratt,” I pressed.“Kip. Lived on Thirteenth.”

“Oh, Kip,” she said, daintily tamping a bite into her mouth, nodding as she chewed. “Yes, I remember Kip. She was a bad influence. One night her mother phoned here at three in the morning, asked me to go smell you girls’ breath, you and Amanda and Katherine. I said certainly not and hung up on her.”

“Really?” Her loyalty—and blind, blind naivete—touched me.

Now she frowned. “But her folks divorced way back when, and her mother died in a car accident. A single car accident,” she added meaningfully. “What’s Kip doing these days?”

I told her I had no notion, and she looked both sad and disgruntled. Like Greg Schweda, my mother has lived all her years in Wichita; it never failed to surprise her that not only had I forgotten the names of most major traffic thoroughfares and what they bisected, but that I had apparently lost track of my best friends. Her high school chums and college sorority sisters, after all, still convened. She felt sorry for my solitude, and, at the same time, probably thought I was a snob. Because she had five children, she tended to assign us roles: I was the one who had moved away and renounced my roots. It was easier that way, our characters cataloged just as our tastes were at Christmas time by well-meaning relatives—I was the one who drank tea, Jean loved earrings, Margot became the cat fanatic, Tim wore flannel shirts, and Eddie was supposed to want train memorabilia.

There were several K. Pratts in the phone book, but I wasn’t really after Kip, and I flipped through the pages impassively. It wasn’t Kip who interested me, although I would have been glad to hear about her; the wild squalid strain in her life had always had an appeal, had often permitted me the sanctimonious opportunity to take the other route. But for now it was Dawn Wrigley that had caught my eye. And the way of pursuing Dawn Wrigley was less direct than the phone book, less straightforward than dialing up Kip Pratt.

Our mythic creature’s sudden reincarnation reminded me of Alane’s talking in her sleep. Since she was a toddler, she had spoken aloud in the night, broken phrases, incensed exclamations—“No, Mama, no!”—or, most wonderful and strange, laughter. It was her nocturnal happiness that most rewarded me, proof that her pleasure was not something she put on in the morning, not something that had to be tricked out of her, but which emanated from a healthy deep-seated source, easily cheerful even in unconsciousness. You had to be ready to catch her amusement; you had to be awake and listening. So not unlike Dawn Wrigley, who also seemed elusive, half concoction, half hijacking. Why ISO Dawn Wrigley?  I queried in my next note to the newspaper.


“There are two Davids,” Greg Schweda told me as we toured his classroom.“There are two everyones,” I responded, trying on glibness in the special ed trailer.

“In that case, there are four Davids.” One David was a five-year-old child no larger than an infant, lying curled in a beanbag chair. His limbs were covered with dark hair, his eyes hazy as a newborn’s. He reminded me of a hatching bird, sticky and constricted. “You could lube him up,” Greg suggested, indicating the baby oil. I was his volunteer today, wearing a postcoital force field here amidst the strange, something tangibly warm to ward off nausea.“Or you could read to Mary. Good morning, Mary.”

The girl was utterly rigid in her walker, as if frozen, or under the influence of electric voltage. When she spoke back, her lips seemed not to move. “Who is she?”

Friend and helper, according to Greg, but I felt ill-intentioned, voyeuristic. Twelve children came here every day, this trailer parked between Annesley Elementary and Truman Middle School. I could not imagine how David of the beanbag chair was transported, but I could envision his mother’s relief to leave him for a while. A fewmembers of the class, including Sarah Schweda, made daily forays into normal classrooms. Sarah took fifth grade reading and spelling at Annesley, freshman math and home economics at Truman, art and physical therapy back here at the trailer.

“And this is the other David,” Greg informed me. This David was enormous, the boy in the wheelchair who’d exposed himself to Alane. He had limited control of his neck muscles, so his large head lolled, jerked forward to take a glimpse of things, then swung back—like someone trying not to nod off. One of his hands lay ever ready on his penis; he was only thirteen but was as overdeveloped as little David was under. Half a dozen times that morning, he managed to work his zipper down and liberate his erection; his attempts at jacking off seemed to involve me, as he tried to keep his eyes on me as he used his hand. This hand worked as if sharpening a knife. It was terrifying, fascinating. The children who could, responded by wearily reminding him to put away his willy.

For three hours that morning I worked with little David, at first merely massaging baby oil into the places made abnormally dry by his fetal position, inside the elbows and behind the knees, around the neck, between his shriveled toes, trying hard not to let him remind me of poultry beneath my hands. Eventually I began to talk as I worked, muttering softly, self-consciously, watching his eyelids for confirmation of his hearing: “Good boy,” I told him. “How does that feel? Don’t you like the warm sunshine on your face? Can you bend that leg, sweetheart? Does that hurt?” He flinched, ever so slightly, a tremor across his furry feral cheek, there and gone in an instant, no one but me the wiser. I unfolded the leg a second time, just to see this faint sign of pain reappear. When it did, I apologized, and was sincerely sorry, but what made me need proof that I could hurt him?

“You’re patient,” Greg Schweda told me.

“No, I’m not. I just want you to think I’m patient.”

“Then I’m flattered,” he said. “Hardly anybody likes me well enough to pretend to be something she isn’t.”

For the remainder of the day I could feel little David’s winglike arms between my fingers. I lay on my mother’s kitchen floor that evening to stare up at the light, trying to feature the world from the limited perspective of a beanbag chair, the looming balloonlike faces and unanticipated noises, what I hoped was the soothing sensation of warm oil.

“Are you okay?” Alane asked, stepping around me to open the refrigerator.

“When I was a little older than you, I had an alter ego,” I told her.

She poured milk, tall and telescopic, shoes beside my face smelling faintly of dog shit.

“What does that mean,” she asked.

“I think I needed to be bad sometimes,” I told her, “so I had this alter ego, a made-up friend, named Dawn Wrigley, who did bad things.”

“Acting out,” she informed me. “I heard all about it from Uncle Eddie.”

“What did he tell you?”

“He told me you were really wild in high school, that Grandma was thinking of sending you to reform school.”

“Reform school? What does he know about it? He was seven years old when I was in high school.”

Alane returned the milk carton to the fridge shelf. “You couldn’t have been that bad, Mom.” I resisted the temptation to correct her; let her have faith in a better me, why not? Soon enough she would find me overwhelmingly lacking, frumpy and monstrous and insufferable. “Besides,” she added, “an imaginary friend is not really, like, evil.”

“I’m not sure,” I said from the floor, ready to defend my evil honor. “Open that newspaper and I’ll show you something.”

She sat at the table and located the personals, found Dawn Wrigley in the place where Dawn Wrigley now lived. “Eerie,” she proclaimed it.

“Kind of.” I did not mention that I had responded to the ad; noone really wants evidence of her mother’s immaturity. I’d grown accustomed to looking for Dawn in the paper, waiting for my own message to register, for the ante to up. We were taking turns; I was patient, curiously comforted by our exchange.

Alane put her elbows on her knees, rested her chin on her knuckles,and gave me a hard look.“Are you going to stay down there much longer?”

“Don’t know.” Had I been sitting in a chair when she entered the kitchen, she might never have learned about Dawn Wrigley. I peered up into the light fixture and, when I closed my eyes, five pulsing bulbs burned like stars inside my brain.


My friends and I had convened at school, at our apartment, at our jobs, and, oddly, quite often at my house. I reviewed this fact, living there again. Why did so much of our bad behavior seem to have been hatched in these rooms? Was it because my parents were lenient? Because there was no television to arrange ourselves around? We once made marijuana brownies in my parents’ kitchen while they went to a party. The glass canister holding flour shattered; we were undoubtedly drunk when we began cooking. We cleaned up the shards as best we could, but throwing out the batter was not an option: our ingredients were far too expensive. Biting into the warm brownies, later, we all felt the glass between our teeth, sparkling grit on the tongue. Out the door the brownies went, crumbled into bite-size portions on the frozen yard. We laughed to picture the stoned rodents, the testy little squirrels finally mellowed out.But almost simultaneous with our having thrown the pan’s contents, we envisioned those creatures’ bleeding mouths, punctured intestines. Before the scattered mess had time to cool on the ground, Kip and Amanda and I were out there on our hands and knees, gathering what we could find in the dark.

In the morning our fingers were crosshatched with tiny cuts, bedsheets speckled with blood.

Baking a chocolate cake for Alane’s thirteenth birthday, I remembered those brownies, the three of us laboriously rescuing the hapless animals, scavenging there the wasted and uproarious end of our cracked evening, laughing until we leaked—tears and urine, wrung with fierce pleasure.

For her birthday, Alane had chosen a family party. The group sat around the large dining room table where we’d always gathered for celebration, cousins and aunts and uncles, my newest sister-in-law Bambi, Tim’s second wife. Greg Schweda and Sarah were there, and my family worked hard not to stare at the girl, who beamed as if it were her  birthday, her  stack of gifts, her  indulgent crowd of friendly relations. My family took to Greg only because Sarah made such short work of P.R. in his favor. Otherwise they would have found him as they had my husband: moody, quiet, negative. Plus, he kept filling his champagne glass.

“I drink too much,” he’d told me after our first night together, when we were listing our drawbacks. “I drink too much,” he repeated. “Just a fact.”

“Okay,” I said. My days of drinking too much had been in high school; that’s when I’d needed to do so, to go to that fuzzy place inside myself. His days were now. It seemed an acceptable habit, given that he spent a great deal of his time answering the same questions over and over again, that he had to constantly narrate for his daughter the simple daily things that would not adhere in her mind.

“Who’s the birthday girl?” Sarah asked.

“Me,” Alane told her patiently; everyone else had responded at least once to this pleasant query.

“Mazel tov!” Sarah crowed for the tenth time, raising her curled empty hand as if lifting a glass. Alane followed suit. After the party, Greg and I took a walk around the neighborhood, both of us tipsy, the wind arctic. We stopped to admire Happiness Plaza, the opulent displays in the large windows of City Essentials, my family’s fatuous contribution to our town. Just looking at the twittering fountains made me feel colder. I turned us into the wind and directed our wayto the park, where we circled its borders. The trees had gotten more massive since my childhood, the open space compressed. We met not one other person on that walk, and when he took my hand I realized that I had begun to love Greg Schweda. I told him so, between the park and home.

I didn’t care if he returned the compliment; for the first time, it meant more to extend it than receive it. Besides that, he didn’t have a chance: outside my house sat an ambulance, and we sprinted toward it each praying selfishly to be spared.


Her doctor named my mother lucky: to be so surrounded by help when her stroke came on. She could have been alone, she might have fallen down a flight of stairs instead of merely forward, into the remains of cake and ice cream, empty bowl waiting there as if to cradle her plump cheek. She was home within two days, seeming mostly herself although a bewildered and stunned version, perpetually as if she’d just wakened. She misspoke our names although she did not confuse our identities; what her mind provided her tongue with were names of the generation before: I was her sister Betty whom she called Beetle; Alane became my sister Margot. She did not forget our real positions, just how to refer to us.Sitting with her was not unlike sitting with beanbag David; only by an enforced patience did I have some brief access to her point of view. For instance, it occurred to me that the decor of her house bore no resemblance whatsoever to the decor City Essentials seemed to advocate. Here at home were very few knickknacks, little ornamentation, heavy objects with functional uses. My mother’s taste had prevailed at our house, while my father’s had made the store successful. Also, I recalled as I sat in her bedroom, the funny tradition of our childhood, the Sunday nap, a ritual as honored as churchgoing in other families. My parents abandoned us then, Sunday afternoons, closed their bedroom door against their five children, and purportedly rested. We went to great lengths, once, to catch them atsex; it had to have been my idea, as I was the oldest. A trellis was involved, a neighbor, some startled pigeons, some crushed flowers. All our nonsense just so we could uncover their secret intimate assembly and find them, sure enough, asleep. They must have had sex on a few of those sacred Sunday times; they both worked long hours at the store; their evenings surely would have been shared in exhaustion, homework, housekeeping, billpaying, normal domestic maintenance. That they preserved a window of unproductivity, of ease, of lazy sexuality, blatant and of the body, sort of impressed me. Sort of repulsed me.

“Honey?” my mother would plead now, suddenly swept in by a stray vain impulse. “Please pluck my chin.” Her whiskers were soft, simple enough to remove. Doing it, I recognized how impossible it had been for my old friend Amanda, all those years ago, to resist her  mother’s stroke-reduced voice, imploring her to attend SMU, to turn her back on the party girl life she’d indulged in high school with her ne’er-do-well bad girl friends, me and Kip Pratt. My mother lay beneath my fingers in her bed, her youthful self hidden, her pristine sensibility overridden by malfunction, misfired synaptical attraction. She was in there—plum pit hidden inside the dumb red sponge of its flesh—and she was also gone.


Alane now looked for the Dawn Wrigley message in the personals. The ad became a daily touchstone, part of our new routine, which involved my taking my mother’s place at the store while she recovered.“Who keeps paying for this ad?” my daughter demanded. Her grandmother’s stroke had caught her off-balance; she wanted to lodge a complaint.“It’s just stupid, like a twisted game.” The response to my last move had been as cryptic as the rest: Dawn Wrigley, I have news.  “What is the point of looking for somebody who does not exist?” One afternoon, at Happiness Plaza, I found out.

She had so thoroughly disappeared from my memory that Iphysically startled when I saw her again, coming through the doors of City Essentials. Then I recalled her fully, like the plot of a movie, like a dream. She was as tall as a man, big and imperious, fullbosomed and fast-walking, with long thick brown hair wavy as if just taken from braids, and intense little eyes set off by round glass lenses. She wore a dress far out of fashion, apricot and yellow cotton floral cinched with a cloth belt that matched, even its buckle sheathed in daisies and mums. As she approached the writing desk from which my mother conducted business, I was tempted to fear her—at the very least, I could worry for the tiny fragile objects she threatened to knock off their pedestals. From her shoulders she dropped the peach cardigan that served as her wrap, revealing the capped short sleeves of her strange dress, the pale freckled length of her bare arms and extremely large hands. She put her palms on my mother’s desk and leaned toward me. Despite her intensity and seeming anger, it was the dress that most alarmed.

“You don’t remember me,” she accused, squinting at me.

“Jilly Houston,” I said instantly, her name on my lips as her image had been in my mind, waiting to be of use. In high school, Jilly Houston had been our fan, our audience, paying us the great compliment of wanting to join my little group of friends. We included her once, maybe more; I could remember eating lunch with her at the worn old bar that reminded me of an animal burrow, situated not far from East High, where we bought ham sandwiches and thick dill pickles and pitchers of beer, nestled in booths listening to soothing country music. We all got stoned driving back to school, and Jilly surprised us by being so good at being stoned, she who had seemed merely weird, huge, and bizarre, and reportedly brilliant, her steady gaze, her deadpan delivery, that hair. She would not let us initiate her slowly into our group, although we might have, as she added an interesting spin. But she proceeded too blatantly, took too pronounced a lead, phoning up or just stopping by a locker to demand to know what was on the evening’s agenda.

Had she come to our apartment? I could still see that place as ithad been rather than as it now stood, its seediness even then seductive, the view of downtown, of the empty pay parking lot across the street, the slight odor of dentist office in the halls, the too-hot radiator that clanged nonstop as if someone were downstairs hammering its pipes with a small wrench. Could I put Jilly Houston in those warm bare rooms? Seat her on the Murphy bed, place her beaky profile against the single window? Outside, the gray sky and the brown river, never varying, despite the season. Us in our tall brick building, alone on its block, brick the color and texture of tree bark, pebbled with something like lichen . . .

Leaning toward me now, she seemed unsoftened by the years, aggrieved still by our rejection. “How’re you?” she asked abruptly, removing her hands from the desk to pull her flaring hair into a staticky bundle, knotting it with crackling efficiency around one fist. “I heard you were back in town,” she went on, “and I thought you would know where Kip Pratt might be.”

I shook my head.“I haven’t seen Kip in years, not since Christmas of ’86.” Alane had been a toddler and we were making one of our infrequent visits to Wichita. Kip brought over a large Santa Claus tin of homemade candies. At first, I’d been tempted to turn it into a joke, ready to find a small bag of marijuana inside, or coiled snakes. A gift as straightforward as candy at Christmas was a gesture we would have ridiculed as teenagers, but it seemed she was sincere, she’d whipped up fudge and peanut brittle and some other odd rock-hard white confection sprinkled with what looked to me like ground glass. I don’t think I would have been surprised to have that glittery texture in my mouth once more. She’d had surgery on her face by then, her nose and eyes altered somehow. At my parents’ kitchen table she talked exclusively about the way our neighborhood was falling apart, ignoring my sulky brother and bored husband and charming child, forgetting to inquire as to the whereabouts of my father (dead only a month at that time), and when she left, nobody would eat any of the candy. Her reputation as a hell-raiser still had currency in my family; one visit with a suspicious gift wouldn’t cureit. I told Jilly Houston the whole of that strange Christmas because she would not shift from my face her beady stare.

“I’ve seen her since then,  ” she said flatly, disappointed by my uselessness, or maybe bragging. “She was racing horses in Oklahoma just a few years ago.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” She then took stock of her surroundings, shocked herself by realizing how many mirrors reflected her image. I had never seen a woman more out of place. It was a slow day at the store; every now and then the phone would ring, my brother calling from his car to confirm my incompetence as shopkeeper. After school, Alane would join me the way I had joined my father when I was a teenager. “My husband’s a cop,” said Jilly Houston, apropos of nothing, fixing her gaze once more on me. “I have seven children.”

“Good lord,” I said, just the way my mother would have. This news—and the way it was delivered—struck me as the wildest thing yet. Already I was constructing the anecdote for Greg or Alane or possibly my mother, to whom I often had too little to say.

“Listen,” she said, this mother of seven, this wife of a cop, getting down to business. “I was trying to find Kip, I wanted to tell her some news about a guy she used to know.”

I shrugged; I’d already revealed all that I planned to about Kip Pratt.

“This guy’s in prison, Kip would want to know. He’s in prison on sexual assault.” Jilly waited for me to be impressed by this, then repeated the information that her husband was a cop.“We met at the Fraternal Order of Police bar.”

“We used to go there, too. I didn’t know you—”

“Kip and I went there after debate practice. All the time,” she added, smug; the revelation was meant to sting me. “I wanted to get ahold of Kip to tell her what happened to this guy. When we went out, we always used a made-up name, our alibi, we would call this guy and tell him we were—”

“Dawn Wrigley.” I wanted to say it before she did, wanting to stakeprior claim in that creature’s life. My secret life now appeared to have an addendum, a hidden clause in the form of Jilly Houston. How peculiar to feel betrayed by this, the past, and so mild a betrayal, given what Kip had been through, but still I felt it: she had lied to me. She had lied to both me and Amanda, trading us for someone as grotesque and unthinkable as Jilly Houston. “You ran an ad,” I said.

Jilly nodded without surprise. “It’s you who answered,” she said, deflated, annoyed. This was our mutual disappointment, our dud blind date. She now plunged her large fists and arms back into the pale peach sweater. “See ya,” she said, and strode right out of City Essentials, opening the door for Alane, who was entering, the two of them brushing against each other in passing.


Later, I imagined a conversation they might have had, Jilly Houston and my daughter; their intersection would feature me as its hub. “Your mother thought she was Kip Pratt’s best friend,” Jilly could say, “but it was really me.” Which very well may have been true. I was ready to cede that likelihood. My old friend had been a complicated piece of work, and I hadn’t been prepared, then or probably now, to be of use to her. I had been too busy starring in the drama of my teenage life. Jilly Houston, bossy and frank, audience and critic, future mother of seven, could be counted upon. I wished her well, in her quest for Dawn Wrigley; clearly, my rights to that character had long ago dissolved. “Your mother thinks she made up Dawn Wrigley,” Jilly Houston might have told Alane, “but I’m the one who really did.”“It’s gone,” Alane noted, of the personal ad.

“Let’s see,” I said, as if needing proof.




You can embark on a new life, a second or third one, parts A and B, appendix IV, but it won’t be like stepping aboard a ship amidst fanfare and confetti. It will be more like wandering the local mall somewindswept Saturday, accompanied by those people who’ve gathered themselves in the same foxhole with you: your evolving daughter and her invalid grandmother, your fatigued boyfriend and his unflappable brain-damaged child. A version of yourself will be left behind with every step, tracks that nobody will ever bother to pick up. Introductions will be required all around, and often.


“Who are you?” someone will say. “You look fa . . . miliar.”
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