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To Max
für alles







You do not merely stretch rhino leather over your own fair skin, for that would deflect pleasure as well as pain, and you do not permit your being to turn stinking inside a shell, but what you do is swirl yourself in the toughness of dreams.


—TOM ROBBINS, EVEN COWGIRLS GET THE BLUES
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I’d rather tell you a story about someone else.


—KURT COBAIN
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then, us


Mixing blood with rose oil
we are leaving too soon,
To make new friends we shall not remember.


—BILLY CORGAN, “ON THE MAYPOLE”


The day my mother said we were moving out of my father’s house and not taking my father with us, I worried about two things: how many people in my family I would poison with the bologna in the refrigerator, and would we still be able to use the pool at our neighborhood swim club if we weren’t part of the neighborhood anymore?


But before any of these questions could be answered I needed to get all the way through Queen’s “We Will Rock You” while bouncing on my brother’s pogo stick without making the record skip, without worrying about contaminating his favorite toy by the filth and neglect of my hands. Bologna sandwiches came from pigs who hung in a line, their innards hollowed and ruined. I’d seen this on the tour of my mom’s work. She brought me to the San Jose Meat Company a few times, once to show me file cabinets and typewriters, once to show me how the animals don’t feel a thing after the blood is drained from their bodies. I told my mom both outings were equally fun, but what I didn’t tell her was that the shoe booties and hair covers I had to put on before I could follow one of the butchers into the slaughterhouse confirmed what I already felt to be true—the air around a dead animal is nothing to fool with. The germs can cause stomach viruses and send people to a watery diarrhea death, like in our Family Guide to Health and First Aid, where it said babies who are vomiting should be weighed every half hour and their skin should be pulled to check for signs of dehydration. Plus, there was also the National Geographic in my ENT’s office with pictures of dry-lipped kids drinking dirty water from tin cups—and the next picture showed the rotting body of a bull or a wildebeest or something—and the next picture was of a butcher slicing meat and smiling at a mom with her baby at his counter. I don’t think the mom and the baby knew that they were connected to the decaying carcass.


I knew. Even when I tried so hard not to think about deadly bacteria, I knew it was still out there. If you don’t stay on top of all the things that can rip a family apart, it’s the same as doing the ripping with your own filthy hands. Along with never missing an episode of Project UFO or 60 Minutes, I read a lot of stuff that other seven-year-olds (unless they were already declaring their ColecoVisions to be outdated) wrinkled their noses at or considered to be super retarded. I went on faith that the words I didn’t understand in the article about the bad water would in no way contradict what the pictures were telling me. I paid extra special attention to sentences conveying how the government was unwilling to open its eyes and that it could be anyone, anywhere, at any time. But with my pogo stick and Freddie Mercury and my mom saying we all had to have a serious talk, I completely forgot to double wrap the lunchmeat after I made myself a sandwich. Maybe I got a little too into pretending I was onstage with Queen to care about my family getting sick. Maybe it wasn’t me forgetting.


Is there a difference between careless and selfish? I knew never in a million years would Queen ask me to be onstage with them. I didn’t really know how to play an instrument. My last year of piano lessons had been spent sitting around my music teacher’s house upset about something, a dull but persistent pressure in my abdomen every time I was asked to demonstrate how I’d been practicing at home. And plus, even if Queen did kind of like my style and said come to Hollywood or wherever they lived, who would get to see me onstage? My family would be under the dirt at the graveyard—white ribs and a little bit of back muscle like the picture in the magazine.


Because I didn’t love them enough to check the bologna.


Because my mom said get off the pogo stick and turn that shit on the stereo down. She needed to talk to us about how we would no longer be living with my father.


“What do you mean?” I asked. “Living here?” I pointed to lots of wicker and a gold pleather footstool. “Like living here with Daddy?”


“That’s right,” she answered, “like living here with Daddy. That isn’t going to be us anymore.”


My older sister had just started smoking and had developed his scary gag/cough reflex that sometimes made it hard for me to sit next to her without thinking about napkins. “I knew it,” she said. Gag/cough. She was also crying. “Oh, I just knew it. I could see the signs.” She looked past me and asked my brother, “Didn’t you just know it? Oh man, I knew it all along.” Of course all of us had seen it coming. Some of us had even wanted it.


My brother shrugged. “I guess. So where will we be?”


“We’ll be in our own place.” My mom tilted her chin up and blew out the smoke from her cigarette. “Were moving to the Apartments,” she said. “The ones by Lucky’s.”


Everyone knew the Arbol Verde Apartments by Lucky’s supermarket. We called them only “the Apartments.” South San Jose wasn’t big in the seventies for condos and high-rises. New cul-de-sacs and hilly old roads wrapped around mosaics of nuclear family tract houses with Spanish exteriors. Palm trees and rock gardens shared earthquake cracks with giant redwoods. Every corner of every road in our Silicon Valley neighborhood was a swirl of sacrifice and urgency. The Apartments sounded fine but I did have some recreational concerns. “Can we still swim at the club?” I asked.


My mom said no. “We won’t be going there anymore.”


“Why? That doesn’t sound fair,” I said. “Why can’t we keep going to the club?”


“Because I just told you why. The Apartments have their own swimming pool. A nice one.”


The Rancho Santa Teresa Swim & Racquet Club had nice pools too. It had animal crackers in the vending machines and moms with tan lines whose husbands worked on computers. My older brother, Bryan, said the moms were just begging for it. I knew it without an explanation after the word meant having to do with your clothes off, but I didn’t care about that right now. I just wanted to make sure we could still go swimming.


“Plus we’ll be saving money on those club fees,” my mom said, her dark eyes flushed in a pink dew like an almost-sickness. A corner of a penciled eyebrow had been smudged a little. “No, swimming at the Apartments will suit us just fine.”


In my head I saw the word us—people together. But my mom’s us made me think of fingers spreading apart, pulling and reaching until everything was unconnected. Would my dad still be an us if we got divorced? I imagined myself walking to school and having to pass the Rancho Club when I wasn’t allowed in there anymore. The begging-for-it moms looked at me from the sliver of shade below their sun visors. Sorry, Traci, you are no longer welcome here to swim and eat animal crackers in the kiddie pool when you think no one is looking because you have to have a dad to belong here. You guys aren’t an us anymore. I cracked my knuckles, the grease of open-chested animals still glistening on my fingers.


My sister swung her arms around my mother’s neck. “Oh, Mommy! I’m so, so sorry. Mommy, I don’t know what to say.”


“You don’t have to say anything, honey. Good Lord, Kim, watch the cigarette.” My mom’s arm shot up at my sister’s sudden outburst. “Look, everyone. I just want us all to be calm about this.” She stroked the head of her oldest child. Seeing my fifteen-year-old sister cry like that gave me a cramping sensation right above my intestines.


My brother asked if we were moving in with Frank Ranaldo, my mom’s boyfriend. But we weren’t really supposed to know about Frank Ranaldo so he put his head down fast, his smooth black bangs falling into his face.


“We’re moving in with Grammie,” my mom said.


“That’ll be kind of fun,” I answered. “We can all be together and never run out of fried chicken.” My grandmother was broad shouldered and loud and used phrases like a cowboy who is pissed off about whatever cowboys get pissed off about. Heat. Stolen horses, maybe.


“Hold on,” Kim said. “Is Grammie going to live with us or are we going to live with Grammie?”


“What difference does that make?” my mom answered. “We’re going to move into the Apartments and everything will be good.”


“Well, if it’s Grammie who’s coming to live with us, then fine, whatever,” Kim said. “But if it’s us going to live with Grammie …”


Then no more pot smoking in the house and no more boyfriend spending the night for you, sister. But it also meant soap operas for me and Spam sandwiches for me and games of Scrabble for me, which I won the last time because I did not overlook the silent P in pneumonia. There would be no more of my dad in a tizzy if I wanted to spray the doorknobs with Lysol and no more of him saying I wasn’t talking like a person who is right should be talking just because I tried to educate him on lurking microbes when I told him about a movie we watched in health class on the importance of hand washing and hygenic food storage, and how bathroom germs can sometimes turn into a squiggly cartoon man in a derby hat and walk with a briefcase right into your nose, where he will later decide to move into your lungs, where he will later laugh heartily and give a thumbs-up while you lie in a hospital bed with an expression that is also squiggly to indicate you are feverish/confused/guilty about not wrapping up the bologna.


We heard my dad come in through the garage door.


“He doesn’t know I’m telling you guys,” my mom whispered. She grabbed my hand and kissed my fingers hard. “Shush it, okay?”


I couldn’t stop myself from smiling and nodding like we were playing a fun and secret game.


One of the first things my father did when he came home from working his printing press was to take a bar of Lava soap and try not to get ink poisoning. “If you don’t take care of those cuts on your hands,” my mom would tell him, “that ink’s going to kill you.”


Sometimes when I sat with my dad during his Mutual of Omaha nature shows I would look at his hands for a long time, the blue paper cuts in his skin like cartoon veins.


“Hi, everyone,” he said. He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Oh boy, what are we all doing sitting on the couch without the television on? Did it break?” My father set his lunch box on the kitchen table. The clank of the metal on Formica made me think of him at work, smiling while he ate his hard salami sandwich, proud of his good life. “So what’s going on here?”


“What do you mean?” my mom answered. “Aren’t we allowed to just sit around?”


Sometimes on those nature-show afternoons with my father’s paper cuts and the stupid salmon leaping right to their death in a bear’s mouth, I would close my eyes and dream of little fountain pens swimming through my dad’s blood. The pens were fat, with rubber finger grips, like from my Calligraphy in Twenty Easy Lessons kit. I imagined the pens puncturing his hairy arms like grizzly teeth: here comes the danger you’ve been warned about but chose to ignore. When the ink reached his heart it made a stream of words.


You


Are


Now


Killed.


“Why does there have to be something going on?” my mom said. “We’re just taking a break here. Catching our breaths.” She stood and wiped a cube of ash from her blue polyester pants. “Just sitting and chatting. No law against that, right, Ted?”


I wasn’t really sure what could be causing the burning sensations around my heart, but I definitely understood that nothing good ever comes from hearing your name at the end of a sentence.
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In my sister’s new metallic gold Camaro, I rode down the street with Bryan and Kim. We listened to Aerosmith and I tried to feel the fun in being treated by my big sister to ice cream at Thrifty’s. I knew we were supposed to be giving my mom and dad time to talk and yell and say asshole and selfish bitch because I carefully watched my sister’s face in the rearview mirror. When you’re taking someone to get ice cream just for fun you don’t keep mumbling and shaking your head like you’re asking yourself a question and telling yourself no.


“What do you think is going to happen now?” I asked.


Bryan looked out the window. From my spot in the backseat I watched the bar-code shadows of giant cypress bushes speed past the reflection of his face. “Yeah, what do you think we should do?” he asked.


Our sister had an answer that involved all of us watching our step and not acting up.


Bryan said he didn’t do anything wrong, and while I picked at an interesting scab on my elbow, he turned to me and said it was probably my fault.


“What do you mean?” I asked, but kind of knowing. “What’s my fault?”


“You’re the one who’s always throwing big fits about everything,” he said. “You’re the one who made a thing about the orange juice this morning and made Mom say she needed to go for a calm-down walk.”


“Well, I just didn’t want paper floating around in my drink,” I said.


“Orange juice pulp is not what paper is made from.”


“It still looks kind of dangerous.” I lifted the scab slowly and liked the way the pink string of skin was still a part of me but wouldn’t be for long. “I could’ve choked. Stuff floating around in my breakfast. I don’t want that.”


“Yeah, but I told you, juice pulp and paper pulp are two different things,” Bryan said. “I told you that. But you had to cry and spaz around anyway.” To my sister he said, “She saw on Mr. Rogers how paper is made and now she thinks someone is putting paper pulp in her juice.” He leaned back. “See, it’s not me, it’s her.”


The teenage girl with the driver’s permit who still called our mom Mommy and had just finished getting her head stroked because our family was breaking up asked me, didn’t I think I was too big to be watching Mr. Rogers?


“I’m so sure. It wasn’t Mr. Rogers,” I said. Although I could recite the lines to almost any medical show, new or syndicated, my science programs were pretty much limited to Lost in Space. “It was that one show with that guy,” I said, “and there’s this big thing.”


Bryan crinkled up his nose. “You mean Doctor Bunsen Burner?”


“Yeah, I think—yeah, Doctor Bunsman or whatever.”


“Oh my God! I totally just caught you right now!” Bryan clapped his hands. Hooray for Bryan. “I just made that up. I seriously just made that up right now. There is no Doctor Bunsen Burner. Ha-ha. Are you retarded?”


Kim laughed too.


“See. Do you see what I mean?” Bryan said. “It’s because she lies and makes things up all the time.”


I pulled at my scab until I felt nothing. “Not all the time,” I said. I could’ve told my brother I was actually (maybe a little bit) positive it wasn’t paper floating around in my breakfast—even though it could have been—and that I was sorry about my mom needing to go outside because she said she couldn’t handle me starting in with her this morning, and I saw how the blue veins in her hands were so close to the surface like they always were when I couldn’t get my head to calm down. I couldn’t say to anyone, “Something’s telling me I’m going to choke.” If I told my brother the voice in my mind said, Drink that juice and see how you stop breathing, he would have looked at me the same way everyone did when I wasn’t making any sense, like when you have no idea what someone is trying to say but you know it has to do with you messing up.


Before you could get to Thrifty’s you had to pass the sago palm walkway of the main entrance to the Apartments—the place that would soon be our new home without our dad. The car slowed. Our heads turned at the same time like we’d been rehearsing this move for show. I thought about what I could do to help the situation—to at least not make it any worse. What if I didn’t get my favorite Mint ’N Chip double scoop in a sugar cone? Maybe I could do that while watching Kim and Bryan eat their ice creams and I wouldn’t say anything about how hungry I was or how my throat burned, and if my stomach started growling I could wrap my arms around my abdomen and apply a sufficient amount of pressure, then maybe cough a little to help them understand I was trying.


Except that somehow my ice cream appeared in my hand, melty green and needing me. I wiped the rim of the cone with a napkin, then tried to toss the napkin directly into the trash without missing. If I got it on the first try it would mean no one in my family would get a fever or be too sad and experience acute stages of anxiety or depression over moving out. But the lid was one of those swingy lids, so the weight of my pitiful girly throw wasn’t enough to make it move. And now look, I couldn’t pick up the napkin from the floor due to Thrifty’s being a public place, which meant the floor was also public.


“I have to be outside,” I said, because there just wasn’t a time when I could remember not being upset over dirt and germs and the possibility that death can arise from these things. At some point, the faces of those around you will let you know regular people don’t worry about stuff like this. You see your brother’s open mouth and the way his eyebrows arch down hard when you start crying in the middle of Cheech and Chong: Up in Smoke and you have to leave the movie theater because you just overheard the man behind you telling his wife he hopes the blood tests come out okay and when you turned around to look at the sick and inconsiderate man he was so obviously full of fever you could almost see in your mind how fatal those blood tests were going to be. You hear your sister sighing about having to run out of Thrifty’s because even though you can never let anyone know about the voices in your head that tell you to wash and scrub or there will be hospital consequences, you realize you’ll have to find a secret yet thorough way to calm yourself down. People may die because of you. There is no way to not do something about that. Get away from the tightness, say something funny so it looks like you’re not crazy. Run away. Stay.


“Hey, I know what,” I said. “We could go to the Apartments and walk around like we already live there. We’ll pretend like we just bought the swimming pool and if we see someone standing around by it we can say, ‘Oh no you don’t. We own this pool now. Sorry, you’ll have to go to the club.’”


“That’s gay and stupid,” Bryan said. “How come you always like to do stupid things?”
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Is it evil and are you a terrible person if you’re kind of excited to pack up your stuff and move into a place where your dad won’t be? Kim said not really. “But it’s nothing to be dancing around about either.”


“I wasn’t dancing,” I told her. “I have sharp and persistent pains in my back from bending down to label all my boxes.”


“Why do you have to play music when it’s not a good time? You’re not even supposed to be getting into the records without asking.”


“Everyone’s busy.” Plus, was I really going to bother my parents with the Captain and Tenille when their fifteen-year marriage had been reduced to a rented flatbed truck with my piss-stained mattress in the back?


“Well, turn it off,” Kim said. She sat on her bed with her knees pulled up to her chest, clutching her old Raggedy Ann doll in a way that made me think of a show I watched about a brain-damaged foster child whose real mother tried to kill her by putting fabric softener in her bottle. “It’s not the thing to do right now. Not like we’re having a party or something.”


So I did. And then I wondered what was the matter with me because I had fibbed. I had in fact been doing bad stuff in my room. I was a liar because I was supposed to be sad but instead I was pretending to dance with Andy Costa, the fourth-grade boy who came to my class once a week to help kids who were struggling horribly in mathematics and should be tested for special academic programs (thank you, Mrs. Foust, I look forward to our meeting). I thought about how he held his pencil the wrong way and how he looked liked Will from Land of the Lost and the way he said, “See, you know what you’re doing, silly” while my hands shook through an addition problem with two rows of nervous and uneven numbers.


Beautiful Andy had come into my room to help me through this sad and horrible time. Even though the real Andy Costa didn’t resemble the crown molding on my door frame, I went ahead and let him kiss me on the mouth and agreed that, yes, maybe it would make me feel better if we danced and moved in a very romantic way like Sandy and Danny did on Grease. But now I was disgusting and sweaty because I had been in my room begging for it with my wall while my poor sister turned to Raggedy Ann for comfort.


I climbed onto her bed and sat next to her. I hugged my knees like she did. When she breathed hard and said, “What a weird day,” I said that too. From the doorway we could see everything that was going on in the hall and clear into the living room. We could even see into part of the kitchen. In a California ranch house, if you want to be in every room you only have to be in one room. To know the secrets of a home, you only have to live there.


I tried to remind Kim how much fun it was going to be sharing a room with me in the new place. “Like a slumber party,” I said.


“Uh-huh.” She put her chin on Raggedy Ann. “Weird how Mom and Dad are saying please and thank you so much to each other today.”


In the hall our parents passed each other like friends at school. My mother said, “Oh, don’t worry about it, that’s fine.” She carried a laundry basket with the giant abalone ashtray. The cord from the Mr. Coffee dangled over the side, trailing behind her like the arm of a skeleton baby who needed something.


I went on: “Plus, in our new room we can pretend like we’re at camp. We can build a fort and we’ll—”


“You know what?” Kim closed her eyes. “You’re going to have to get real, Little Miss. I mean, you just have no clue, huh?”


I shrugged.


“So, okay, you know that Mom and Dad aren’t going to be living together anymore, right?”


I nodded. “That’s why the boxes and stuff. That’s what divorce means. Sometimes it’s also called a trial separation,” I said.


She squinted her eyes and tilted her head in a way that made me go back and say my last sentence in my head, just to make sure I hadn’t said something completely different than what I wanted to say. That sort of thing happened a lot.


“Uh, right. But you don’t seem like you’re really understanding. You’re like dancing around and stuff. Mom was crying this morning. Did you know that?”


Nope. “Of course I know that.” But hadn’t we watched our mother cry for a while now? We all knew it was because of something our dad did. She always said it was because of something our dad did. Were kids supposed to do something when their moms cried? Some people have empathy. Some people make out with their door frame and pretend it’s a beautiful boy.


And something else: I couldn’t tell my sister, but I often dreamed of a world where my dad wasn’t. Where no one told my mom to shut it about what a great president Kennedy was and why didn’t she move to San Francisco with her Jewish best friend, who of course was a lesbian with that haircut; then they could do a lesbian march and say it was not against God to kill babies. I wanted to jump on my sister’s bed like I always did while she played her Kiss records and remind her that we would never have to go through another Christmas Eve watching our parents throw giant Styrofoam candy canes at each other on account of women who were not Italian like my dad’s mom couldn’t really make spinach manicotti the way it’s supposed to be made and my dad should just spend Christmas at his parents’ since he was such a sonofabitch mama’s boy. I just couldn’t see a whole lot wrong with keeping my dad in a handy spot of my life for when I needed rides to the library and ice-cream-man money, but with enough separate time so I could call the Kaiser help nurse whenever I needed to ask if she thought the air conditioner in my Brownie troop leader’s home was a possible cause for my constant ear infections.


I guess I was supposed to be feeling as awful as Kim and her shaky voice, but the Apartments were only around the corner from our little green house on Camino Verde. My dad would still be living there until the house sold. My uncle Tony would still come over to spend the night and he and my father would still marinate artichoke hearts and go deer hunting and tease me, saying they caught Bambi while I laughed and laughed, thinking how disgustingly funny it would be to see stupid Bambi lying in my uncle’s pickup truck all gutted and lame with a look on his face like he totally wasn’t expecting that. All of my cousins would still come over and we’d watch Saturday Night Live and I would still do my Gilda Radner impersonation and me and my best cousin, Theresa, would lip-synch “Bennie and the Jets” into the vacuum handle for one of our shows.


But Kim didn’t look like any of that stuff was going to happen. Maybe she already knew how much time and money would be involved in a grown-up getting his life back on track and the right he has to be happy and the women and the discos that were going to help him get to that point.


“Go finish your boxes,” my sister said, “and don’t do anything bad for the rest of the day.”


Andy Costa wasn’t in my room when I returned. My father was. He was ready to yell. “I thought we had an agreement?”


When I breathed in something felt hot and undone.


“I told you, three by three,” he said. “Three boxes completely finished by three o’clock.”


This was the easiest way to give me directions: write them down in my ledger book and make sure I read it back to you. If five math problems need to be done by five, be very specific about it. Seven bites of tuna casserole by seven? Is that seven in the morning or seven in the evening—better make that clear. If there are going to be numbers, put them as close as you can to the left-hand column of the paper. Are the numbers even? Do they have an even amount of straight lines and circles? I’ll have a better chance of getting things done if the numbers are even. Or three. Three was always even, to me. My special made-up even number. Just the way nine would later be, dominant with its perfect fat head and straight spine. You ask nine first. If nine doesn’t know, there’s always three.


Two boxes of Legos to be picked up by 2 P.M. One chance to shut my smart-ass mouth.


One spanking.


I looked at the ledger. 3 P.M.: Three boxes of toys packed and labeled.


“So you’ve pretty much done nothing all morning but dance around.” My dad started throwing things in boxes. Unorganized things: dominos and Barbies were placed next to my Spirograph artwork. My Flintstones Colorforms just thrown in with my Weeble Wobbles. Word-search magazines in the same box as all of my Beverly Cleary books. Socks. My Holly Hobbie nightgown smooshed in between my Jesus Christ Superstar album and my jar of Noxzema that I was only allowed to sniff and not use because most creams gave me a rash. A different box, a completely separate box for my Barbies’ clothes—totally different from the box where I carefully stacked all my Barbies. Was he drunk?


“Wait, that’s not right.” I cracked my knuckles, tried to exhale. My cat Sprinkles hightailed it out of a milk crate when a bag of Lite Brite pegs landed on him. “Where’s my Weeble Wobble tree house? It was here in this corner. Where did it go?”


“Goddammit, Traci, I got way more important things to do than worry about a damn tree house.” A Lucky Strike dangled from the corner of my father’s mouth, his big hazel eyes pinched against the smoke. “We have that truck rented for two hours. This is goddamn bullshit in here. Twenty-five-dollar deposit and here you are with nothing. Get some pants on, for Christ’s sake.”


“I have pants on.”


He yanked up my nightgown. “Then why the hell are you still in your pajamas? Can’t you even get dressed without a big production? Hand me that pen.” He wrote on my boxes, in the places where I had already listed my item. In a matter of seconds, Very Breakable Perfume Bottles and Books You Can’t Read Unless You Ask Me First were reduced to T’s Bedroom. From my doorway my mom asked if I had a fever. “Come here,” she said to me. “Get your hair out of your mouth and come here. Why do you look so red?”


“Carole, for Christ’s sake,” my dad said. “She’s been fiddling around all morning. Not a damn thing done in here.”


My mom bent down to feel my forehead. “Are you warm? You feel warm.”


“Kind of,” I said. “I didn’t make my three by three. I think I do have a fever.” I clutched my mom’s blouse and crumpled some of it into my mouth. Through the fabric I mumbled, “Maybe I should take a baby aspirin.” This was kind of our little thing, her letting me talk into her clothes when we didn’t want my dad to hear what we were saying.


“Well, let’s just wait and see. Get yourself out of your nightie and then we’ll see how you feel.”


Among the chaos and disgrace of Carly Simon mixed in with old crayons that I only used to pretend like I was smoking, my ears rang. The glands on the sides of my neck felt swollen. Where was my goddamn Weeble Wobble tree house? I sat on the floor and pulled my nightgown over my knees. I stuck my head into the neck opening. Everything was mismatched, disconnected. My peripheral vision shrank until it felt like I was looking down at my white belly through one of those telescopes on the pier in San Francisco where you can put a quarter in to see light gray and regular gray.


My brother asked which boxes he was supposed to take to the truck.


“All of them, I guess,” I answered into my nightie. “I sure wish I knew where that tree house was.”


As Bryan lifted and stacked without me helping, I watched my dad’s writing bounce in the air and into the hallway. T’s Bedroom. In the beautiful penmanship of someone who wasn’t me. His printing was perfect, each letter a dance in a long gown. The leg of his R’s curled up at the right foot, his T’s looped on top like a sewing needle for a princess with a secret. I would spend the better part of my paper-trail life trying to emulate the way a pen in his left hand was certainly just an extension of other things he was meant to do.


“Are you going to help?” Bryan asked. “Or are you just going to spaz around and be in the way?”


For me, cursive would always be a series of stuck and anxious letters, my ambidextrous hands never making up their mind. Place this here. No, place this here. That’s not right. One unsteady grip after the other.


“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll probably just be in the way.”
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almost skipping generations


You don’t hate their evil. You hate the good in them you can’t understand. You hate the good in them you can’t get at.


—JOHN STEINBECK, EAST OF EDEN


In our new small apartment, I was big. There was hardly any space and I took up most of it. I played Blondie and Gary Newman loud on Kim’s stereo and memorized every lyric to every song that made my grandmother say, “That don’t make a lick of sense.”


I danced around the linoleum of our tiny kitchen with boys in my mind and a stuffed-animal audience who never got up to check on the roast. I bumped into the pieces of furniture Grammie had brought with her from her trailer in the desert, from her apartment in the city—from all the places where she had loved the men and the scenery.


My mom held up a monkey made from dried cactus leaves and said, “This just screams class, doesn’t it?”


Grammie pointed to a birdcage with a fern trying to get out of it and said she didn’t understand why tree huggers liked this sort of thing. “You’re either inside or you’re outside,” she said. “Everyone wants everything all at once, don’t they?”


Though it had been almost a full year since we moved without my father, my mom used the phrase temporary situation a lot.


The swamp of each other gave me some sort of counterbalance against myself. Aggravation and exhaustion is what I understood: when you’re nervous all the time, you want deep breaths in places where no one can breathe.


On Saturday mornings I pirouetted in my rainbow kneesocks and waited for my father to pick me up, the ink smearing under the sweaty grip of my latest spelling test—my 100 percent, all correct, even I-S-T-H-M-U-S, spelling test. Maybe I couldn’t add without using my fingers, but getting into kindergarten just before I turned four and zooming through everything Shel Silverstein by age five fueled me with a superhero confidence I could only find in words. No matter how many times I washed my hands, or how I fixated on numbers equaling the power of evil or the intent of redemption, time and again it would be books that eased me away from myself. The clean sound of a typewriter bell at the end of a perfect sentence, the soft electricity of a blank page—all of it meant you could rearrange things how you wanted them, invent a place where everything was in order. And if you screwed everything up, all you had to do was rip out the page and start over.


“Your father’s here,” my mother said, but I had already heard our truck—his truck, the sound of the engine like someone calling my name.


“Hi, Ted,” my mom said. She handed him pillows and duffel bags. “Everyone’s ready.”


“Good deal. Let’s hit the road.”


My parents talked in clean and weird sentences now, orders being given without screaming, taken without cussing.


“Make sure she keeps her jacket on, Ted. Watch that she uses her Kleenex or she’ll be wanting to wash her sleeves later.”


“Sure, Carole. See you Sunday.”


“I stuck the baby aspirin in her pillowcase. She’s got tons of math homework to catch up on. Make sure Bryan gets to Little League practice on time.”


“Yep. We’ll get it finished. See you. Have a good weekend.” Porch. Car. Front door. Truck. The routine in those steps made it easier not to get a stomachache. I liked it when my dad parked his truck with the passenger-side door facing the curb. Just before I walked outside I said in my mind, If the car is parked the way I like it, I won’t feel sick tonight when it’s time to go to bed. This one time, after he’d bought a new Cadillac and called to say he was just going to honk, so we’d better be ready, I told my mom I wasn’t going to his house if he didn’t park right.


“Park right?” she asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


But there was no way I was going to tell her how right-side curb parking made me relax. Though there was no explanation, and I could actually feel my brain moving when I tried to figure out the reason why it calmed me to see my dad’s car parked the way I liked it, I knew the whole idea of even caring about curbs was totally off. Plus, she was putting on her makeup, getting ready to see Frank Ranaldo.


“Park right or park left,” she said. “I don’t give a damn how he parks; just make sure you’ve got everything.”


I watched as she dabbed concealer under the thin skin around her eyes. She winked at me from the bathroom mirror. On Friday nights my mother looked as if the week had mashed her up just enough so she’d have to put a little effort into getting excited about me and Bryan leaving for our dad’s house. When she looked at me I could almost feel the weight of her false lashes. “I got everything,” I answered, then nothing else. Weekends with my father would have to start in whichever direction I was told to get into the car.


On Halloween my dad took us all, no matter if my sister’s new boyfriend was almost exactly like Peter Frampton or not, to the pumpkin patch behind the 76 gas station. In a yellow field surrounded by foothills and freeways, we acted up, wanted to be there, didn’t want to be there. We chose pumpkins that helped us to understand our father wasn’t made of money, then took them back to our old house so he could carve them.


Now Dad had roommates. Our old rooms filled with other people’s things.


“What do you want your pumpkin to look like?” he asked me. I stood at the doorway to the bedroom I used to have all to myself. Smells of menthol cigarettes and Nair. Smells that weren’t mine. My yellow paisley curtains pulled open with ugly green rope things. “Mean,” I said. “Make mine really mean and scary looking. Make it evil.”


At night, back at our apartment without my father, I looked at my pumpkin on the bedside table. A sad nervousness crept through me, telling me to do stuff.


Stay quiet. Count.


Be loud. Check.


Some nights I got up and walked around in the blue light of television coming from almost every room. When we lived with my dad he always said, “A house is like a ship. You open one door, you automatically close it behind you. A light goes on to enter—a light goes off to leave.” But my mother was determined to no longer be sealed up in a sonofabitch cave, and left everything on if she damn well pleased because goddammit, who was going to stop her?


Maybe me. I sneaked out of bed to check outlets and appliances. I wasn’t exactly sure how electrical currents worked—the working part having to do with what I guessed was electricity coming through the walls, the not-knowing-for-sure part having to do with being placed in an after-school science and math tutoring program where the kids chewed the strings of their sweatshirts and one boyish girl went out of her way to explain in detail to me what a cunt was and what she could do to mine if I would just raise my hand and say I had to go to the bathroom—but what I pretty much got out of those afternoons of fleece suckling and trembling was that electrical things were dangerous.


Unplugged electrical things, not so much.


Yes, alarm clocks will not go off and automatic coffeemakers will not start whatever it is they do to make coffee, but you just have to not worry about the tears in your mom’s eyes when she tries to explain that she will be fired from her job if she’s late one more time, and yeah, the spanking may sting a little or the way she calls you a smart-ass know-it-all when you suggest she buy an alarm clock that uses batteries, but you have to think about everyone’s safety—about getting your brain to authorize some sleep.


In the winter months the battleship lungs of the San Francisco Bay exhaled over our city and my job got a little harder. Electric floor heaters were left on all night, which made my cheeks red, but because my mother had a bad morning cough and was susceptible to chest colds—two packs a day of Merit 100’s having nothing to do with this—we had turned into a family without limits. No one again would tell us how wasteful we were.


“It’s hotter than hell in here,” Grammie said.


“I know,” was my mother’s answer. “I like it this way.”


If I didn’t get up and unplug appliances/check all the outlets/check around the outlets for debris igniting material, I would lie in my bed and watch the whole what-if scene unfold: my mother screaming, reaching over the fireman’s shoulder while he held her back from her world gone up in flames, the stupid and lazy daughter fleeing the scene in a dirty nightgown.


The first time my mom caught me trying out these new safety measures was the night of a small earthquake. Only a four point something—the usual lamp swing and odd angle of fingerprints on a door frame—but I went to bed with the idea that the San Andreas fault had pushed up our carpet just enough so that the tip of each fiber was certainly touching all the floor heaters.


She came into the living room for her Cosmopolitan and her lighter. I was halfway under the sofa with the magnifying glass from my Nancy Drew detective kit. “What are you doing down there?” she asked. Her hair was rolled in pink curlers. One fell to the ground when she bent to an angle to look at my face.


“Kim said she lost the back to an earring somewhere around here,” I lied.


“And you’re helping her find it?”


“Yeah. Trying to.”


“I see.”


That, combined with her not offering to help, meant I’d been caught. I stood up from my spot on the floor and straightened out my nightgown. “I don’t know. I was just fooling around or whatever because I couldn’t sleep.” A lie that wasn’t one entirely. My mom was used to catching me prowling around the apartment when I was supposed to be dreaming about pancakes or unicorns or whatever regular eight-year-old girls dream about. My excuses ranged from seeing the face of a robber in my window to if sunlight really did kill the influenza virus did that mean it was waiting for us to go to bed so we could breathe it in and give it life?


Whatever story I came up with to cover my inabilities to ignore the voices of check this, check that in my head, I made sure each clever anecdote ended in the fail-safe harmony of a stomachache.


“It feels like butterflies, but worse. Like throw-up butterflies.”


My mom pressed her hand against both our foreheads (mine was to check for a fever, hers to sigh and smooth away the deep lines of her brow so I would not forget that single moms have to work so much overtime and it’s worse if they have a lot of backaches and female problems and children who won’t stay in bed).


But every now and again—and if I held my stomach enough, brought my knees up to my chest and made gagging noises like any minute I would let loose all over my Strawberry Shortcake comforter, if I could show a legitimate physical illness, she would pull my blanket up to my chin and wrap it around me and munch-kiss my neck and call me her sack of sweet potatoes. I learned early on that tummy aches worked well for the times I needed my mother to hold me without telling me how tired she was or how tired I was making her. People tend to love you more if they can see you hurting on the outside because you’re afraid you may vomit instead of screaming on the inside because you’re afraid you may have just contracted polio from a doorknob. Mom sighed; she was tired, she was used to me not sleeping. But I couldn’t bring myself to let her in on what was so hard for her to see since single moms have to work so much overtime, and they have lots of backaches and female problems. It was the same strategy I used with the kids in my new apartment complex: say nothing about the crazy things you are thinking and they’ll hear you thinking nothing. If that doesn’t work, avoid everyone. Actually, I sometimes thought it very clever on my part, kind of Jodie Foster in The Little Girl Who Lived Down the Lane, that I had lived in my new place for a over a year and still managed to completely avoid talking to children who I knew didn’t want to talk to me—who I almost didn’t want to talk to either. I had my books, my ledgers with poems and new words and directions. I had hard crushes on the lyrics of David Bowie and thought I’d like to run away with the boy who answered my mom’s ad on the laundry room bulletin board for a math tutor. He wore Le Tigre shirts in colors that made me taste spumoni and got paid three bucks an hour to drill multiplication facts into my head.


“Let me borrow your calculator watch,” I said.


“No, I can’t. My dad will get mad.”


“Hey, you want to see this dance I made up to ‘Fly Robin Fly’? It’s cool because in the dance you don’t know if I’m a ballerina or a bird.”


“Not really. Let’s look at this quiz I made for you.”


“Did you know when you can’t have children the word is barren, but not like the kind that flies a plane?”


It only took two weeks for my mom to go back to sitting at the kitchen table with me and a pack of flash cards. She waved her cigarette smoke from my face and said to stop crying because she had things to do and wouldn’t it be nice if just this one night she could watch her shows?


Friday afternoons I went to my cousin Theresa’s house to work on long division. Here was an adult-free zone where grandmothers didn’t live and brothers did things after school and it was plain to see that absolutely no math would be taking place. In the safety of minimal supervision I talked my cousin into making me garlic-and-grilled-cheese sandwiches while I prank called as many teachers as I could find in the Santa Clara County white pages. One afternoon Theresa was supposed to be boiling pigs’ feet to start my uncle Tony’s special marinara sauce, while I was to work on correcting red-check-marked problems from the morning’s math quiz. But we spotted The Exorcist on top of the VCR.


“I don’t think we’re supposed to,” Theresa said quickly. She twirled her hair with her finger and read the back cover. “Yeah, see—no, I definitely don’t want to.” My cousin was almost two years older than me, but it seemed as if I was always waiting for her to get around to my corruption. Instead, she minded her parents, finished all her homework, and when her older brothers said, “Hey, Moose, looks like you’re putting the laundry away,” she walked down the hall with the towels folded in threes.


“No one’s here to stop us,” I said, “and no one’s going to tell, either.”


When we were about halfway into Linda’s Blair’s vaginal Jesus, Theresa ran into the bathroom and made sounds from her throat like a harbor seal. She lifted her head up from the toilet and said we should call someone because she had a bad feeling.


“Call who?” I asked. “What’s the matter with you? We’re not doing anything wrong.” I know I should’ve helped my cousin with her pretty blond hair and her dry heaves, but there was a spinning head on the television. A horrible, wonderful spinning head. “It’s just a movie,” I said, but it would be only a few hours later, alone in my evening bath with the memory of rising beds and backward sentences that the truth would become so clear. It wasn’t just a movie. It was a sign. And I was a sign seeker. If I had a stomachache and saw the number 10, say on a receipt or a piece of mail, and if the 1 was written too close to the 0 it made the number look sort of like a person with a disgusting growth or fetus in their abdomen, and if I kept seeing the number it meant my stomachache would turn into a viral intestinal flu and I would wake up from red nausea dreams, crying for my mother to please come and rub my back.


“Tell God not to make me throw up,” I would say, frantically rubbing the collar of her nightgown between my thumb and forefinger, her cigarette and hair spray smells softening the droning metal in my head.


There in the too-hot bathwater, I decided the similarities between me and the Exorcist girl were an eerie but definite match: Linda Blair’s character, Regan, pissed on the floor in front of a bunch of her mother’s friends. One of the friends was a priest. I wet my bed at least twice a week. Not in front of clergy, but there was a framed picture of the Virgin Mary in our hallway. Plus, in the movie, Regan’s room was always freezing because I guess when you have a lot of demons inside you and they’re trying to come out, it’s supposed to make you feverish and you need the window open all night. I always kicked my covers off and so many nights awoke in sweat to the point of having to change my clothes.


I climbed out of the bathtub and watched my reflection in the mirror as I dried and dressed myself. Dark, snaggly hair. Pale skin. Crusty, chapped lips. Did I look like a girl who had bad spirits in her body? Pretty much. But was there really something so horrible about trying to accept my fate?


“I’m telling Mom,” Bryan said. “You can’t go around saying things like that. You can’t tell people the devil whispers things into your ear. Plus, who said you could watch that movie?”


“I said could,” I answered. “And you’re stupid because it’s not that bad, really. It’s not like I’ve got a rare but contagious case of leprosy. It’s just … powers.”


I brushed my bangs down over my too-big forehead and watched my older brother in the mirror behind me. He wasn’t smiling. I should’ve chosen different words to explain the strength of honest sin, but so what if I wanted to snarl and show my teeth? Didn’t he realize, like I was beginning to, that something had always been wrong? Even if I was so good at keeping it all hidden: “Because I’ve been on the monkey bars all day, that’s why my fingers are all sore and bloody.” Even if no one ever questioned why I was always worried about us not having enough Ajax, then maybe it was okay that I started to accept the darker side of things. Maybe I had always been the winged dog on the roof of a haunted house. Why should my brother be surprised? I wasn’t.


For the past year or so I’d been getting drunk on Stevie Nicks and long flowing skirts. I read Lois the Witch and Sleeping Beauty until I completely sided with Maleficent and thought Aurora to be a bumbling idiot with her stupid tiptoes and handbaskets. Under the influence of bad I felt good. And pretty. Instead of dirty and tangled, my hair was bewitching. Where the cadaver lines of my spine stuck out under my T-shirt, where my knees protracted and my knuckles ached to be cracked—that’s where I sprang up like a cat and crawled down like a spider.


In The Exorcist, Linda Blair made her furniture move and smacked her mom until her nose bled. I walked around at night preventing fires. If I didn’t prevent them, wasn’t that kind of the same as having the evil required to make them?


“But I don’t really think you’re evil,” my brother said. “Who thinks you’re evil? Not me. I just think you’re a little bit stupid.”


I was quiet for a minute then thought, If I hit him in the face with my brush, he would probably show me all he knows about half nelsons.


“I’ve never thought you were like the devil or bad spirits or whatever,” he said. “Mostly you act like someone who’s been in a bad car accident or like this movie we watched in Family Ed about people who do a lot of angel dust and stuff; they’re like—you know, they’re not really stupid. They’re just not … all the way there. Like you.”


I ran to my room and cried into my pillow.


What an ass my brother was. Someone who’s been in a car accident? Why had I even bothered telling him anything that required a thought outside of Gomer Pyle reruns? We’re talking about a fourteen-year-old boy who didn’t even bother to hide the fact that he was playing with his privates the whole time we were watching The Blue Lagoon.


I sobbed as quietly as I could until Sean Cassidy came to rub my back and tell me he was going to make Bryan apologize. “But Sean, if it’s not the devil,” I whispered, “then what is it?” He promised we would figure it all out later. But even after Sean was done touching my face and kissing me seductively, I just couldn’t stop thinking about all those stupid things Bryan said. An hour ago I had an answer. I came home from Theresa’s with a certainty like the moment before fitting the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle. Okay, so green puke and feeding tubes meant that being possessed wasn’t going to be elegant, but it didn’t seem fatal either, not like if you had a brain tumor or something. I had watched the movie until the end, even when Theresa went into her room to fiddle around with her rosary beads. I wanted to see what would happen because I just knew—I knew Regan would be all right. With holy words and church water, the priests helped her through her ordeal. They died at the end, yeah, but still—I wanted to be a part of that, of a manifestation bigger than the mixed-up words in my head. The gripping fear of knowing something is wrong with you, but having to stay put in the safety of silence, feels like the whole world with furious hands pressed against your throat. A sky without air. Nothing good ever came from me; why did it have to be so bad if I was willing to accept that? I sometimes wished I could get possessed so that someone would look at the way my nervous pulse ran into my ears and made my hands shake when I couldn’t keep my mind quiet.


“Well, no wonder,” they would say. “Why didn’t we see this all along?”
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The week I turned nine I decided to go ahead with the screenplay I’d been working on. Sitting tight on presenting myself as a demon debutante seemed like a good idea until I could know for sure. I wrote little poems about girls who could fly and boys who would cry and all the lights would flicker whenever I walked by, but when my mother read them, the best she could come up with was “Sounds very Irish.”


“It’s about witches.”


“I know that,” she answered. “It’s really spooky.” But the way she said spooky, with her eyebrows all raised, then combining that with Ireland, made me think of a smiley-face ghost in a Crayola graveyard and the Lucky Charms guy.


I went through my ledgers and ripped out poems about unicorns or anything that had my favored and repeated line: Heaven above / The one I love. Nine-year-olds shouldn’t be thinking about crap this gay. I felt ashamed and silly and flushed a whole bunch of ripped paper down the toilet, making a whirlpool of baby talk in blue water. Nine was too big to be acting like an idiot, and if I wanted certain things out of my almost-double-digit life, I would have to do the required work. From Woody Allen movies and Andy Warhol books I began to realize that marrying the most famous playwright in New York City—who that was, I had no idea—required I learn the proper techniques on black turtlenecks and French kissing. Just as securing a spot in Parade magazine as the Bay Area’s Freshest Young Writer probably involved good writing. And a great story. It was time to buckle down and get myself a really good disease.


“You need what?” my grandmother asked. “A disease? What the hell for?” She made a part down the middle of my head with her ratting comb and sighed and reminded me for the love of Pete not to speak in riddles. She was just too worn out today.


“It’s for the movie I’m writing,” I said. “I’m going to send it to ABC Television.” I waited for her to say something. “The offices for ABC are in Hollywood.”


She used the hard pointy end of her comb to trek through my knots. “What the hell is this? It sure don’t look like you washed a lick of your hair this morning.”


I shrugged. “Hmm. I’m pretty sure I did.” I was positive I didn’t. There had been the promise of my favorite French braids, which I was supposed to prepare for this morning with a good slather of crème rinse. But I ran into a little problem with the alphabet. See, last night there were six bottles of hair care products in the one shower we all shared. Gee Your Hair Smells Terrific had to be the first in line—obviously, the G in Gee coming before the W in Wella. I made sure of this myself last night before I went to bed so I could make my shower a fun and safe thing to do right away when I got up.


But someone came along and erased everything I did. The crème rinse had been thrown away, right there in the yellow wicker trash basket with a balled-up maxi pad and a wad of my mom’s black hair. I was left with five bottles. Five.


I didn’t like five. Five was uneven with a weird square head and an unfinished body.


“I need the disease for my screenplay,” I said, then told my grandmother all about my idea for a made-for-television movie dealing with issues concerning young people today. “I’m calling it Debbie Is Pregnant and Not Married.”


“Yeah, that sounds about right,” Grammie said.


“See, the main character—that would be Debbie—she’s going to have something really bad happen to her after she has the baby. I want a disease that’s totally disgusting. Something with pus, maybe even seizures. Seizures would be cool.”


She pulled my head back hard. “What the hell is going on here with your hair?” She yanked up my elbow and sniffed the air around my armpit. “What is this shit? You didn’t even take a shower at all this morning, did you? I heard the water running and saw you—what the hell were you doing in there?”


“I, uh, well—I was going to tell you …” that the only thing I could do after I discovered all that chaos with the bottles and the uneven five was just stand around in the bathroom. I ran the water. I got naked. I splashed a little Mr. Bubble on the top of my head, but I was all alone in there with five and the messed-up alphabet. “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I guess I was just singing or whatever and forgot to wash.”


What else was there? I certainly wasn’t going to tell my grandmother that if I got into the shower with all that unrest someone in my family would get sick or hurt. Maybe something bad would even happen to me, like I’d come down with a mysterious skin disease, rocks and knobs popping out all over my body like in the Elephant Man because just the idea of surrounding myself with that kind of craziness gave me fluttering chest pains and numbness in my lower extremities.


Or what about this: let’s just say you get into that shower, washing and smiling, and maybe Rick Springfield is in there with you and the shower is actually a waterfall that you and Rick spotted on your honeymoon in Hawaii, but you have to push your new husband’s hands away from your privates because your brain is reminding you to be careful, pay attention, or you’ll stop breathing and faint in the steam. No one would even start to look for you until after The Phil Donahue Show, so your lungs would pretty much be filled up with water, and cardiopulmonary resuscitation at that point? Completely useless. Plus, isn’t that kind of like suicide? Since your brain already cautioned you about your carelessness and you totally chose to ignore the warnings? How would your mom go to work and be responsible for almost everything since your dad seems to be backing out on a lot of his promises, and how would she ever get a parking space with her name on it, because they just don’t do things like that for secretaries, no matter how sexy they are, plus the sexiness of your mom would probably wear off from so much crying because her daughter had problems that weren’t dealt with. Also, how would you finish Debbie Is Pregnant and Not Married if you’re dead and full of water?


I had to make a decision and I made it: a bright and shiny scalp was not necessary for a future of the same dynamics. What I really needed was a good disease.


“Why not just let poor Debbie be?” Grammie said. “If you’re writing a story about a teenage kid having a kid, then I think that’s enough all by itself. You don’t got to throw something terminal in there.”


“Oh, oh, wait a second.” Terminal. Did I know that word? I did. I traced out the letters in the palm of my hand: T-E-R-M-I-N-A-L. I liked how the nal at the end sounded like null. Null and void, life over. Plus, eight letters. Nice and even.


Man, did my grandmother know her med talk. She was a diabetic with high blood pressure and asthma. Every day I watched her and saw all the remedies she needed just to stay alive. Things you have to have or you won’t live. Can you imagine? Oh, those little cans of mist to inhale, syringes with real needles and their vials of fluid like caught and perfect raindrops. There were creams that smelled like chewed gum and cloth patches with little rulers on them that had to be worn under her left boob. There was a pee-pee strip with a fun assortment of colored boxes to dip in your urine so you could get an idea of how many good years you had left in your kidneys, something like that. My diabetic grandmother used them to get an idea of how many Ding Dongs she could have before bed.


“All right then,” she said, “if you’re just a-hell-bent on this disease, give me a minute to think here.” She worked my braids too hard, stretching all the way to my temples with the strength she maybe forgot about with all that medicine. “So this disease, guess it can’t be nothing like the flu or nothing, right? Got to be way worse than that?”


“You got it,” I answered. “Way, way worse.” Surely someone who lived through the Great Depression and the dust bowl deaths of the Southern Plains knew a thing or two about hardship. So that she could better grasp my devotion to the project, I said, “I’ve been at this screenplay for more than three hours now. I feel really committed.”


Three hours. It was the longest I’d given my attention to any one project without a Kleenex. “Come on, Grammie,” I said. “Something bad—I mean, real bad, something you almost never recover from.”


She lit up a Salem and misted my head with No More Tangles. Then she told me to choose cancer.


“No, that’s retarded,” I said. “Cancer’s not really not all that pretty.” This I knew from my mother’s tumory friend from Oakland who came to our house and brought us all Rainbow Club T-shirts. She insisted on celebrating the end of herself by refusing to wear bandanas over her scary poisoned head and said the removal of her uterus was the most liberating thing she had ever experienced.


No, cancer would never do. I needed something life threatening for sure but that could still give a terminally ill girl plenty of room to look into the camera, kind of glistening with death sweat while her father, who happened to be feeling very guilty over so many things he couldn’t even separate them all, sat next to her hospital bed and wept.


“Well, hell, then, I don’t know what it is you want,” Grammie said. “You make my brain hurt.”


I said, “Tell me a story about when you were growing up. You know, when Hoover took the country to hell in a handbasket. Tell me—then I can get some ideas.”


She laughed. Her laughs were wet. “Well, one thing’s for sure, ain’t nothing could’ve been a more terrible disease than the Hoover administration. Never thought we was going to pull ourselves out of that one.”


“And the dust storms,” I reminded her. “The dust storms too.”


“Sweet God in heaven, never thought them would end neither.” And what came next was the familiar tale of when my grandmother was little, before her neon-flowered muumuus and The Price Is Right, when she was Fannie May Yandall and had a pretty sister named Violet who all the boys liked, but Fannie May didn’t care because she wore overalls and had fast feet and threw left hooks better than any boy even though she was right-handed.


When I asked my grammie if she hated her mother, she flat-out always told me no.


“But didn’t Grandma Ruby gamble away a bunch of your money and crush up poppies so she could smoke them with the Indians?”


“It was some kind of illness,” Grammie always said, “just something not wired right in her brain. But now, Daddy, he was a real easygoing fellow. He was a land surveyor and he rode all over the plains on a horse. He had a pistol in one hand and a Swiss Army knife strapped to his leg.”


Daddy and his easygoingness and Swiss Army knife strapped to his leg showed up in just about every story my grammie told. Neat enough, I guess, but I really wanted to hear more about “the time when your daddy had to leave on a long trip and you and Auntie Violet were all alone with your mom and she ran off to stay at an Indian reservation and you guys were little and all alone.”


“Yeah,” Grammie said. “She pulled stunts like that all the time.”


“And then you told your daddy when he got home and your mom was acting like nothing happened and your dad was all, ‘Oh, my girls are silly.’”


“Mmm-huh, he said that.”


“And then your mom said if you guys told any more lies she would sell you to the Gypsies.” Though I saw very little threat in getting to roam the countryside with monkeys and sparkly scarves, I felt sorry for my grammie just the same. “Then what about that time she dropped you facedown on a hot griddle? You were, like, five or something.”


“Hell. That was—yeah, I was five.”


I wanted to, but I never asked my grandmother if she was pushed onto that griddle.


“And then didn’t your daddy spread Crisco over your burns and tell you not to cry and tell you to be thankful for all that you had?”


“He was always telling us to be thankful.”


I tried to drawl a twang like my grammie’s when I imitated her father: “‘Now lookie here, Fannie May, you oughtta be on your knees just a-thankin’ Jesus for everything, ’cause some people, they got nothing.’ Didn’t he say it like that all the time?”


Grammie shook her head. Sometimes it was hard to tell if she was doing that because she couldn’t believe how funny I was or how hard everything else was. “You got it. That’s what he said all the time. Be thankful for all that you have.”


But when all they had was covered in a billow of dust, my grammie and her family would have to move away from the iron maiden skies of Oklahoma and practice being thankful in St. Louis. There my great-grandmother Ruby would trade in her Indian chiefs for jazz musicians and her peace pipes for syringes of heroin.
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