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For Frankie




To describe my life precisely would take longer than to live it.

—ÉDOUARD LEVÉ, Autoportrait






Part I
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I can tell by your faces that you think you recognize me. I can see you trying to figure it out. It’s true, I grew up here, I’m from here, but I haven’t lived in town for some time. Even then I never really made myself known. There’s no reason you’d know me, I guess is what I’m saying. I wasn’t out and about. I mostly just went to school or drove around. The usual things. You must know there’s never been much to do here. For a while when I was fourteen or fifteen I had this thing where every couple weeks I’d poke around in the antique shops down the street. I’d never buy anything. There was never anything new, always the same old crap. But I kept going back, creaking into each room and picking through it all, like I might find something I couldn’t live without.

Maybe you recognize my dad in me. The resemblance is not exactly subtle. My mom used to make a big deal about it, like it was some mystery where I came from. I’ve seen that face before, she’d say. I know that face. Whenever I would scrunch my nose or bug my eyes. Whenever I was being impatient or ironic. Whenever I gave a look that said, What are you gonna do? or, Hey, don’t look at me. That’s when the face I was given became most like the face of the man who’d given it to me. But then again, I doubt you’d remember him either. My dad lived here for far less time than I did and wasn’t exactly what you’d call a social butterfly. He was never much interested in people, or only ever in the smallest doses. And from what I remember, he did most of his drinking at home.

Or maybe it’s that I don’t look like you all. It’s a difference you’re noticing rather than any familiarity. That’s not an insult. It’s just a function of a small town and this one is like any other. Sometimes the clichés are true. Everybody kind of looks the same, dresses the same. It doesn’t take a lot to stick out. It can be as subtle as a hairstyle or the cut on a pair of jeans. Small towns lag behind. That’s partly why I came here. You can feel untethered in a place like this. There’s a sense of no consequences, like you’re in a foreign country. It allows for a certain kind of freedom. Like, I’ve never been embarrassed in front of a dog, you know? It’s the perfect place to give up, is what I’m saying. That’s not an insult. I’m sure each of you has somewhere you’d think of going when you want to go lower. Each of you has your own personal below-sea-level. Island City just happens to be mine.

It’s funny, Mom told me never to come in here, I don’t know why. You’d think it would have been the bar farther down the street. There was always a line of motorcycles in front, spread out like a deck of cards, and tough-looking dudes milling around in leather jackets and bandanas, their skin so weathered that it had become a kind of shell. Or the place on the way out of town with all the pool tables where they let high schoolers drink. But of all the bars, this is the one she told me to avoid. Of course, she told it to me when I was something like seventeen, when there wasn’t much to do with the information. This town is funny, it’s only bars and antique shops. Yes, and churches—bars and antique shops and churches.

But I like this place. I really do. I like when bars are one big room and the bar of the bar is right in the middle. A square inside a square and everybody can see everybody else, like theater-in-the-round. You know, when the audience is seated on all sides of the performer. I like how generic it is too. The outside probably looks no different than when it was first built. I’ve always liked that chipped blue-gray paint on the brick and the gold script stenciled on the window. Plus, who doesn’t like fake wood paneling? And that black board with the drink specials on it—how do they make the writing glow like that? I wonder what my sister would think of this place. I can’t see her choosing it. Then again, sometimes she’d surprise you. She’s always had a way of making things work. She’d probably think this place is funny. Like the air conditioner in the window—she’d get a kick out of the garbage bag taped around the sides. Ah yes, she’d say. It has all the modern amenities. It’s like a black lung, that thing, sucking in and out. I love it. There’s the world outside—bright and warm, summer just beginning to open its arms to everyone—and we’re all here inside this dark, sealed chamber. There’s something about a bar that you can’t see into from the outside and that you can’t see out of either. It’s the way it should be, I think. We’ve got our own business to attend to.

There was a second as I was walking through the door, then that hallway before you make the turn into this room, when I wasn’t quite inside but wasn’t quite outside either. It reminded me of this time in the city, I don’t know, something like ten years ago. It’s funny, it’s only an hour and a half away, but it might as well be a day and night’s drive. It’s not just the difference in landscape, but there’s something of a lack of culture here. And industry and ambition. Like I said, I grew up here, I can say that. Either way, I think we can agree there are some differences. For good and ill. I’m not going to get all the way into it. Okay, I have always found the name funny. The tiniest tributary breaks away from a river and loops back, making an island no bigger than a couple football fields. The town builds a park on it, the town’s main park, the only thing close to a destination this town has, which I understand, I get it, it’s a good use of the space, but then they put island in the town’s name—island in the name of a town in the middle of a prairie. And then the city. That must have been more than the usual dose of wishful thinking, even when the town was new and optimistic and the trains still stopped here. I get it. Once I met a very short man who shared a name with the tallest tree on the planet. It’s just that this town is closer to not existing than it is to being a city. You have to admit that’s funny. When Mom still lived here, she’d tell Sister, who’d then tell me, all about Island City’s most thrilling developments, like when they finally tore down the train station. I pictured tractor shovels slowly pushing into its side, the thing putting up as much resistance as a sandcastle. Walking down here I saw the field where it used to be. A lovely array of empty bottles and an old TV, if I’m not mistaken. Then I came in here and I remembered.

It was June or July, a warm summer night after work, it was really nice, I remember, still light out. I was outside the big art museum downtown waiting to be let in for a reading. Some famous writer was there and a not-small group of people had gathered. I don’t know why it was taking so long, but when they finally funneled us in, one at a time, it was through the revolving doors of the side entrance. The doors’ glass was opaque white, so that you couldn’t see anything on the other side, only dark shapes. When it was my turn and I stepped inside the door, I realized that anything could be waiting on the other side. I mean, sure, it would probably be one of the museum’s lobbies, the museum I’d visited a dozen times before, but I wouldn’t really know until I got in there. The few seconds I turned inside that white, airless capsule, with someone in the slot ahead and someone behind, I was trapped. I was locked in. I couldn’t see anything except the dusty white of the glass, my feet shuffling on the cement floor. I pushed into the unknowing. It felt like it took a long time, but soon I was released. It was a relief. Not what I found on the other side—the welcome desk, the donation box, people milling—but just that the in-between was over. It was what I imagined dying to be like. Passing from one thing to another without knowing exactly what awaits you. I had that same feeling coming in this place. I had an idea what would be here, but didn’t know until I was all the way in. Turning that blind corner, I found myself making a wish: I want someone to tell me what’s going to happen.
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I’ll tell you why I’m here. You don’t have to twist my arm. I’ll tell it, but I’ll need another drink. And maybe we can turn down the jukebox. I think the music will work best as accompaniment, like a set of backup singers. I would love some old country actually, something lilting and unobtrusive. Sure, that’s okay, but older. Whatever they used to sing into a tin can. A sad little guitar—not too sad, not obviously sad. Dark but with a sense of humor. A shrug, an Oh well in the face of oblivion. Well, we’ll just see how it goes.

Like I said, you probably don’t remember my dad. When he lived here, he wasn’t especially social or civic-minded. He was what you might call a character. A curmudgeon, a jokester. A real wisenheimer. Once on a camping trip when Sister and I were girls, he put a smoldering log from a site that had just been abandoned into the back of the minivan for our fire later. One time he threatened to give my youngest, brattiest cousin a can of spinach for Christmas and then did. When they met in college, he told my mom that if he wasn’t doing anything better that weekend he’d give her a call. Good thing she had low self-esteem, otherwise Sister and I might not exist. I never saw him eat a piece of fruit, only cherries from roadside stands so he could spit the pits out the window. He called coffee jebby, and Sister and me jamokes. We called him Dad. Even when his mind began to slip out from under him, he kept something of everything. On his cot in the home, surrounded by people twenty, thirty years older than him, he would scrunch his big nose, then let his eyes go wide and shake his head, like a bemused drunk who can’t believe the trouble he got into the night before. He had the same problem I do. Or, rather, I have the same problem he did. He held the worst as far away from us as he could for as long as he could, so I can only imagine what it was like for him. What I mean is, I can imagine it was for him the way it’s been for me. Words became elusive. It was as though he were on the hunt for an object in a dark room, bumping into an armoire when what he really wanted was armchair. Usually he said nothing. It was less that he couldn’t find the right words and more that he no longer wanted to use them.

This morning I went to the kinder, gentler grocery store, the one on Water that changed its name. I walked the back way, past all the sunny houses next to the middle school and then behind the liquor store and the gas station and the hardware. I like the exhaust grills and dumpsters. The oily air and gum flattened like moles into the asphalt. I was looking for Nutella, but couldn’t think Nutella, only the idea of it: sweet and smooth. As homogenous as spackle, the same warm brown of baby shit. I was walking up and down the aisles, starting at the dairy case along the far wall, putting food in my basket. I worked my way into the center of the store. The red-and-yellow cellophane bags shone obscenely. They matched the music overhead, which sounded like someone crunching down on one of those hard candies from when I was a kid. You know the ones filled with the sour powder that fizzes when it hits your tongue? I used to think I could prove a connection between eating this kind of candy and later entering into an unhealthy relationship with some other habit-forming substances. It’s a fun theory. Satisfying in the same way blaming gun violence on video games is. But now I think the only thing that pushes a person into addiction is being born. It was all doing a number on me—the music, the food’s outrageous sparkle. An assault so dumb I felt like I was in an amusement park in a foreign country. All the signs were written in a language that looked upside down and backward. So when some teenage girl in a red apron finally asked if I needed any help, her blond hair confused on the top of her head like an armful of toys dropped on the floor, I gritted at her, Where the fuck is the—and here her face bucked like a frightened horse—but the word I needed fell away from me so surely it might as well have been a set of keys in the ocean. Then I walked, rather swiftly, toward the exit. But before I did, before I dropped my basket near the automatic doors, which never open until you think you’ll run right into them, I said to the girl, Suck your father’s nutsack. Not my finest moment, to be sure, but if nothing else, I should get points for poetry.

In December, it’ll be fifteen years since Dad died. Today it’ll be fifteen years until I’m as old as he ever got to be: fifty-two. I’m at the perfect midpoint between the awful past and the terrible future. I can’t help but think of what awaits me. I’m an old neon sign. Half the bulbs are burnt out, but I know what it says. I realize this rings with drama. I’d wager you all play it pretty close to the vest. But once I realized a couple years ago what, exactly, I’d inherited from my dad and delivered this unfortunate news to myself, I became better able to make some decisions. To give up the way I wanted to, I’ve come to a place I never wanted to be. I’ve come—I hate to say it—home. I don’t just mean Island City. I’m back in the house I grew up in too, the burnt-red four-square at the beginning, or end, depending on how you look at it, of Main Street where the street T’s. Main Street—it’s a real paving stone of a name. Yes, that corner lot with all the trees. There’s some kind of stunted apple you wouldn’t want to eat and a few maples that cough up those winged seeds every spring. Sister and I used to grab fists of them and throw them in the air to spin like whirligigs, up then back down. You could say I’m drawing a circle. There’s something tidy about coming back here, like destroying a piece of metal in the same fire that cast it. There’s a purity in it, I think. I don’t have what you’d call a plan. When the time comes, I trust I’ll know what to do. I need only open up every pore on my body and say yes. What I do have are images, images of end points of what are commonly referred to as methods, and those have a way of repeating themselves. The funny thing is I never imagine the scene as myself. I’m not looking out from my own eyes. Instead I see my body bent on a spread of pavement below an open window. I see my stiff body in my childhood bed. I see it all from someone else’s point of view. The person who might eventually find me.

If Sister were here, she’d tell me to stop being so dramatic. Nothing could be as bad as I’m making it sound. I’ve got all kinds of stories—both lows and highs. Some are fun. Snappy even. Uplifting little ditties. Like, some of the best times I ever had were when I lived in Spain. It was for a few months in college. I got to skip turning twenty-one and go straight to drinking watery beer and cubatos with my friends every night. A real coup. My señora was an aloof older woman whose four kids were all grown and out of the house. She was on a decade-long diet and her husband suffered some kind of colon or gallbladder disruption while I was there, and she couldn’t seem to recalculate how much food to make for just three people, but really more like one and a half. Every night she’d set a table overflowing with salad and pasta, tortilla, fish, fried zucchini. Bread and wine everywhere. I did what I could to make up the difference. My señora’s nose would grow red from the wine while I ate and ate. My jeans started to cut into my gut, but I couldn’t stop.

I had this art history professor, an old man from a western part of the country. He had a white beard, a deep voice that gave his speech the weight of age-old authority, and a grand, sculptural head like a Roman bust. It was an exceptional head, that head. Maybe because my frame of reference was narrow at the time or because he talked about having had trouble with his sight, but he reminded me of Borges. The writer. He’d sit in a chair at the front of the class and lean back with one leg crossed over the other. When he wasn’t lecturing, he told stories. We could never tell right away if they were real or not. They were all fantastical, or they unfolded just so. He told us once that, a number of years before, due to some progressive congenital disorder, he’d gone blind and become extraordinarily depressed. He had a young female assistant at the time and they were in love or something like it, but they shared an understanding that, because of the difference in their ages or for the sake of their careers, their relationship should stay platonic. Maybe she had a boyfriend, I don’t know, but they loved each other, they cared deeply for one another. And one day she got into a car accident. She wasn’t going to survive—I’ll never get out of this world alive—and as she was dying, she told the doctors, Give my eyes to Losada. Here he paused, just long enough, and said, So now I see the world through a woman’s eyes. Somehow all the wordplay and idiom translated. Once at a rest stop on a day trip down the coast, he told us all before we got off the bus, There are telephones for men and women, for those who need to make calls of nature. A real character, as Dad would have said. Despite his obvious embellishments, I imagined something within each story was true. Maybe he’d really had an assistant he’d been in love with. And maybe she’d even died. And maybe he’d actually had a disorder that made him go blind briefly. It came up in more than one of his stories, and like I said, Borges. It all fit together, if not logically then romantically or poetically.

In another story he was the one dying. He told it to us the first day. The university sat at the north end of the city’s big downtown avenue, and the traffic noise would come through the open, airy building in waves. He was sitting in his chair at the front of the room, talking about the structure of the course, or he was already clicking through slides of Altamira, when an ambulance whined outside. At first the sound was some blocks away, then it swelled as it came closer and faded out as it retreated. He stopped mid-speech and looked somewhere between us and where the noise was coming from. A few beats later he came back. I’m sorry, he said—this was all in Spanish, mind you—whenever I hear an ambulance, hay un click. Here he held his fist near his ear, like this, and turned his wrist like he was starting a car. There’s a click. And I remember the time I was in an ambulance and I died. As you might imagine, we were dubious when we first heard this, and he never did say what he was dying from, but it happened every time an ambulance went by, which was not infrequently. He’d always go to this other place, shake out of it, then explain again, as though for the first time, why he went away. Eye oon cleek. His voice was incredible, like if a cave talked. I was convinced he’d been an old man his whole life and would live forever.

My favorite was after he’d lost his sight but before he got the eyes from his assistant. He’d gone blind and was very depressed. One morning he decided he was going to kill himself. But first, he said, I’m going to eat some lunch. So he goes to a café near his house, sits down, orders the meal of the day, and waits. The café is playing music and he becomes taken by it. When the waiter gives him his meal, he asks him what the music is. Mozart, the waiter says. The waiter leaves and Losada eats: breaded and fried sardines, and boiled potatoes, and a salad of lettuce and sliced onions and black olives and red wine vinegar, and bread and a glass of wine. After he’s done, he pays the bill and leaves. Before I kill myself, he says, I’m going to listen to more Mozart. So he goes to the record store and buys some Mozart and takes it home and listens to it. The next day, he wakes up and says, I’m going to kill myself, but first I’m going to eat some lunch and listen to some Mozart. So he goes back to the café, orders the meal of the day, eats, goes to the record store, buys some Mozart, takes it home, listens to it, et cetera, et cetera, and so on until eventually he becomes our professor and tells us this story.

Sure, at this point he’s almost definitely dead. Still a good story though.
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Okay, I cherry-picked those stories. They’re fun, but they’re not mine. Maybe it’s better to go as far back as I can remember and lay it all out. A to Z. That’s the only way to really explain why I’m here. And, yes, I’ll have another one. Just one more though. I’d like to get this out as quickly as possible.

This dynamic won’t be unfamiliar to any of you with an older sibling, but I’ve had no life without my sister, and Sister has had no memory of life without me. At least, that’s what prevailing wisdom dictates, given the two slim years between us. It’s funny to think that somewhere she might have a memory I’m not in because I wasn’t there yet. She told me once that her first memory was of being born. No lie! She says she remembers being cold and wanting to go back in. Part of me respects her insistence over so silly a claim, how literal her thinking is—the first thing that happened to her is the first thing she remembers. It’s a dodge, of course. Saying you remember being born means you don’t have to say your first memory is anything, really, and certainly none of these, which are mine, and which are, if Sister would care to admit it, hers too.

The very first is my dad with these boxing gloves. They were red, a classic red, with white laces and white trim. He put one on each of us. Sister and I are both right-handed, so one of us had to take the left. I can’t imagine it wasn’t me. (That’s another thing anyone with an older sibling will recognize.) We were in the living room and the sunlight was coming in bright through the windows. The drapes were pulled back, and it made these squares of light on the hardwood floor. Sister and I slugged it out in those big red gloves. Even just the one was heavy. Soft and substantial. Dad called the rounds—he was both the referee and the commentator. It was playful. A little performance we put on for him. Later, outside on the sidewalk, without Dad, just Sister and me, our energy turned. Boxing is exhausting if you’re really going at it, even for a little bit, and if you do it long enough, you’ll find some anger for your sparring partner you didn’t know you had. I remember feeling angry, breathless with it, but couldn’t say over what.

Then there was a camping trip, somewhere out west. It was morning and Dad was breaking down the pop-up, cranking the crank in reverse, tucking in the canvas sides, the whole thing deflating like the broken bladder of an accordion. Sister was walking around the edge of the firepit, balancing on the metal ring—her arms out like a gymnast on the beam—and she fell in. She fell in, and the coals were still hot from the night before, and she broke her fall with her hands. That part I don’t remember. What I do remember is sitting beside her in the back seat as she wailed, her hands in a bowl of ice. I tucked my head down, folded my hands, and whispered a prayer, whatever that would have sounded like. (I hate to spoil the ending, but I’m no longer a believer.) I cried as quietly as I could so I wouldn’t upstage Sister. Maybe I don’t actually remember this. Maybe it’s that Mom liked to tell the story so much. She repeated it dozens of times when we were growing up. The story replaced whatever I originally had, if I had anything to begin with. Sister and I fought a lot as teenagers, and whenever it boiled over, Mom would use the story as an example of the days when we loved each other. You used to love each other so much, she’d say. She’d tell us the story, and I’d think of myself as a four- or five-year-old, whenever it happened, and I’d think, What a stupid kid.

The other thing Mom would say was how Sister immediately stopped crying when we got to the emergency room and the doctor used a pair of tweezers to dislodge the embers from her palms. Her face went blank and she made no noise. She just stopped. Even as a kid, she would decide whether or not she broke down. She wasn’t going to show her pain to anybody if she didn’t want to. Once, a few years later, during a peewee softball game, Sister took a line drive to the chest at shortstop, a hollow thud against her bony chest. It’s not a sound anyone wants to hear a body make, and certainly not the body of a nine-year-old. The ball hit Sister’s chest, fell to her feet, she picked it up, threw it to first base, and made the out. One, two, three, four—like a drum. Then she hung her head and wept. Wept! But only after she made the out.

I don’t have any stories like that, nothing I could tell you that reveals me so surely, no early indication of myself as myself. It’s all too complicated. But okay, here’s one: I’m on the couch. It’s night and the TV’s on, and Mom and Dad are in their chairs reading the paper, and I’m pretending to fall asleep. I pretend to fall asleep, and then I roll off the couch, using my hands to brace myself. I wake up on the floor and look around, confused, then get back up on the couch and do it again, because neither of them noticed the first time. I do this half a dozen times, maybe more. I pretend to fall asleep, pretend to fall, pretend to wake up. Nobody is watching. But I keep doing it, because I want them to watch. That they were ignoring me, ignoring me on purpose, never crossed my mind.

Or there was the first time I went to a bar. I was six. It was another camping trip, this time with our cousins, my preferred set. It was my aunt—the younger of my mom’s two older sisters—her husband, and their two kids, who were the same age as Sister and me. We drove to the state park in the upper-left-hand corner of the state. It’s a lot more interesting up there. The land is chopped into bluffs and ravines, and creeks and rivers cut through it all. All the oldest layers of the earth are exposed. It’s beautiful. Every fall the town next to the park would put on a festival celebrating this stew from its pioneer days. We went almost every year but never ate it. The weather was always unseasonably hot. Maybe a steaming bowl of brown stew on an eighty-degree day is appetizing to you, but we weren’t so keen. Or maybe it was because the stew was traditionally made from squirrel or possum or raccoon. And even though they’d started using venison and beef a long time ago, we still couldn’t get past the feeling that the stew was lowly and connected us to our impoverished forebears with a straighter line than we would have liked.

There’d been a parade that morning, which we missed, then a muscle car and tractor show and a flea market in the afternoon. We walked down the main strip of the old downtown—not unlike this one, only longer. Both sides of the street were lined with stands selling crafts and big pine cones and carnival food. Mom and my aunt agreed that the price of hedge apples was far too high, seeing as you could drive a half mile in any direction and collect a whole bushel of your own along the side of the road for free. Sister and I whined for kettle corn and nachos. Mom and Dad didn’t usually indulge us. It had to do with money or nutrition or Mom not wanting to spoil our dinners or a broader belief that children should, more often than not, be denied frivolous pleasures. (It wasn’t lost on me that denying our requests seemed to be one of Dad’s frivolous pleasures. Them’s the breaks, kiddo, he liked to say.) But we whined extra hard that weekend, maybe because Mom’s sister was more sympathetic to such requests from her own kids, despite or because of her hopeless cheapskate of a husband, who bought discounted two-liters of pop by the pallet, only to abandon them in their basement to grow dusty and flat before he could even think to serve them at a Thanksgiving dinner some six years later. You did not want to get cornered by this guy at Christmas. He knew the best and worst gas prices in every surrounding county, including across the state line, and would make sure that by the end of pie you knew them too. My aunt was always the one to say yes, undoubtedly to offset her husband. And maybe it’s for a similar reason that Mom or Dad or both eventually acquiesced to our whining that day, to avoid seeming like cheapskates in front of the biggest cheapskate they knew. When I finished my caramel-apple slices, bees followed me around until I could find an overflowing garbage for my sticky Styrofoam bowl.

After we gave the downtown drag a once-over, my mom and aunt decided they wanted to go back to the flea market. Dad and my uncle wanted to go to a bar and watch the game. The sun was cutting down at that sharp angle particular to fall afternoons in the Midwest. I was sick of walking and had started whining again but for nothing in particular. Would you please stop, Mom said, behind her sunglasses. She made no effort to hide her exasperation, which pushed me over an invisible line, prompting me to consider whether or not I hated my own mother. I want to go with Dad, I said. Perfect, she said. Sister and my older cousin went with my mom and aunt, and my other cousin and I went with the men to the bar.

It was dim but not dark inside. My dad and uncle stationed themselves at the bar, crowded with other standing men, a foot hitched, here and there, on a brass beam that ran along the floor. A game was playing on a single square television in a corner near the ceiling. My cousin and I stashed ourselves beneath a counter along the front window looking out to the street. The floor was covered in peanut shells, and we waved our hands in them like we were making snow angels. Behind us the conversation rose, pieces of it collided and overlapped, before individual voices jutted out in opposite directions, then came together again when something happened on the television and all the men’s heads tilted up like a pack of dogs following the same scrap of meat. My cousin and I watched people walk by outside. Some looked miserable—wailing kids and red-faced parents. Others had been smart enough to wear floppy brimmed hats and sunglasses, and looked less annoyed but still sweaty and very dorky. I liked the feeling of observing without participating. Mom and my aunt and older cousin and Sister were going to try to find demitasse spoons and old-timey tin signs and miniatures for my sister’s miniature collection—a special little needless hunt. I thought, Good, go get your treat. A few years later, having gotten in trouble at a family party for saying something at the level of the word shit—this in the days when Mom still punished bad language with a finger of dish soap shoved onto the back of our tongues, before she gave up, exasperated, once Sister and I hit our teens and established a relentless bitch volley that wouldn’t let up until we both left the house—I was sent up to my room and wouldn’t come down, even when Mom visited to say I’d served my sentence, and not later either when a young cousin came to say that everyone was downstairs making sundaes, some with the crunchy peanut butter candies I liked, and would I like to come down and have some? It’s not so strange that I became convinced by the logic I assembled in those days: that you can punish others by punishing yourself, often by withholding your presence. It’s something of a Bartleby move, sure, but it would become a reflex as I got older, when even mildly annoyed over a slight, I would reject a friend’s invitations for weeks if not months, until I convinced myself I enjoyed my own company better than theirs. I still think the reasoning on this one is sound. It’s smart to maintain some control over your life. In the bar, sitting in a pile of peanut shells, I thought that I was hurting my mom because I’d chosen to go with Dad and not her. Though really, I forgot about her fairly quickly. My cousin and I pretended we were being held prisoner. We banged on the window and made pleading faces to the families walking by, especially the mothers. We whined and pretended to cry. Some people waved to us, others made exaggerated frowny faces and moved on. I liked feeling locked up, of not being able to join them even if I wanted to, which I didn’t, I told myself. I can’t say how long we were there. It couldn’t have been more than an hour, an hour and a half, but it felt endless. I liked the dimness of the bar. The sound of conversation. The feeling of being just to the side of things, of being inside and within something but not beholden. I’ve always liked the way bars don’t ask anything of you. All you have to do is drink.

That one was mine, mostly mine, with little to do with Sister, even though she could color in details like campfires and night hikes and gin rummy around the fold-down table in my aunt and uncle’s RV. It was big and bright inside, dotted with dozens of cubbies and cabinets filled with board games and economy-size bags of potato chips. Each held an object I envied, like days on an advent calendar. It was hard not to notice the contrast with my family’s spartan pop-up. The only light in there was a kerosene lamp next to the gas range, which made for some severe shadows on the canvas wall at night.

Dad would have brought brandy to spike the adults’ hot chocolate, then beer for him and my uncle afterward. And if Sister would, understandably, have little to say about my first time in a bar during a camping trip that resembled a dozen other camping trips, she’d presumably be in a better position, were she not in the habit of eliding memories that are what you might call unpleasant, to describe a night a few years later, when the two of us, at home alone with Dad while Mom worked a nursing shift two towns over, discovered Dad, a couple hours after dinner, having fallen into a drunkenness so deep that we couldn’t rouse him.

The dining room was blazing. Next to it, the living room was dark, except for the television blinking over Dad’s body. He was lying on the couch on his side, toward or away from the room, I can’t remember. His bony knees were stacked and bent. The volume was louder than we usually kept it, a rerun of some black-and-white sitcom. I don’t know how we realized it. Sister and I stood over him. We shook him gently, our hands on his shoulder and arm, and then more insistently, as insistent as we would have gotten. We would not have been rough. I probably don’t need to explain the difference in the way bodies feel, unconscious versus awake. More than once, walking in the city, I’ve stepped on a dead rat or bird. It happens, it’s not a big deal. If you ever went there, you’d know. But it’s distinct, that sensation. It immediately makes itself known. It was like that when Sister and I realized we couldn’t wake him up. It was that feeling and like we were suddenly alone. Sister was there, I know, but I can’t see her. It was me, the living room, the television, Dad, and a blind spot just next to and behind me. I wasn’t supposed to be alone, we weren’t supposed to be alone, and we weren’t, because there was Dad, and I wasn’t quite worried for him because he was breathing. Still, the situation was wrong, but I wasn’t able to identify its wrongness. He was there but not there. Sister and I did what we could to remedy it. We went into Mom and Dad’s bedroom and picked up the phone. We sat on the bed or stood before it, the bedside lamp was on, the bed was made, it was always made, and we tried to call Grandma and Grandpa, Mom’s parents, who lived just three blocks away. The fact that they lived so close might have alleviated our anxiety had we laid out the facts to ourselves more plainly, but we were stuck. Only seven numbers would have been necessary then—the phone was in my hand, I think—and if you were to ask me now, I could recite them to you without thinking, my fingers would know just what to do. At that point I’d already had an entire childhood of being sent on my bike to their house to pick up an egg or rhubarb or tomatoes from their garden, whatever Mom needed or they were offering, but I, we, couldn’t remember the numbers then. We were sure we had the right digits, but the last four were giving us trouble. We couldn’t remember their order or which number it was that repeated, if it was the five or the seven or the nine. When an old man with a grumbling voice answered one of our attempts, sounding like he was coming out of a deep sleep and not too happy about it, his irritation pricked me and the night’s wrongness contracted around me like a finger trap. What happened, eventually, I don’t know. I mean, eventually Mom came home and eventually Dad woke up. But I can’t remember those parts. My memory cuts out at the story’s peak. The old man asked who is this and I hung up and started crying and after that I don’t know.

This could actually be the first real memory we both have, but maybe Sister wouldn’t admit to this either: Some summer, some weekend afternoon not long after that other night, Mom was upstairs painting what would become Sister’s new room. Up until that point, we’d occupied only the first floor of the house. Sister and I had shared bunk beds in the second bedroom just off the kitchen. At night, Mom would read us a children’s novel about a talking pig, one chapter at a time. Alone, Sister and I played a game where we would chuck ball bearings from Dad’s work at each other. One of us would whip the ball bearing, and the other would deflect it with the round blue lid from a tin of butter cookies, the kind covered in coarse sugar that came stacked in white paper cups. One night, a ball bearing whipped by the whipper (me), then deflected by the deflector (that’s Sister) back to the whipper, hit the whipper in the forehead and with some amount of speed. If the whipper (me again) cried, she was encouraged by the deflector (Sister) to do so silently, thus leaving the injury undisclosed to those best in the position to help, as we realized that Ball Bearing was maybe a game we shouldn’t have been playing in the first place. But that is neither here nor there.

The second floor had been a one-bedroom apartment that you got to by a set of rotting wooden steps that ran along the outside of the back of the house. (Years later, the stairs would be deemed unsafe and ripped out, and there would be a time, less than five years but definitely more than one, where the door—locked but tempting nonetheless—was left floating on the second floor. You’d know it if you’d seen it. It was the kind of thing people liked to comment on. Oh, you live in the house with the floating door. Later, it was closed up, but the replacement siding was a darker shade of red than the rest of the house and it never looked right.) When the couple upstairs moved out, Mom and Dad decided to take it over. Dad and Grandpa cut a hole in the ceiling, at the top of a set of stairs that had been hidden behind a closed door. We’d used it as a weird, dark closet—snow boots and baking tins crammed on each step.

Sister would get her room first. Music played while the change happened. It was the earliest music I would have heard, my parents’ music, the folk and rock you’d expect from people born in 1951 and 1953, music that was surprising, even edgy, when it first came out, but that would later soundtrack commercials for checking accounts and hybrid cars. There was one album in particular I remember from this time. It was happy and poetic, sometimes melancholy, with pretty harmonies and lyrics that made me realize that the things I liked most were those that didn’t make their meaning clear right away or at all. Mom was standing in what would become Sister’s bedroom, painting the trim with a hand brush. She wore an old T-shirt and cutoff shorts, a red or blue bandana around her short, dark, curly hair. It was sunny and warm. That part of the house always got good light. It still does. Coming back, I assumed I wouldn’t be able to sleep anywhere but my own bedroom. But I put everything in Sister’s old room, maybe because of the light. The house is empty except for me. Bright and white and empty. Naked, like it’s about to meet its maker. Mom was in the bedroom, and I was looking in at her near where the steps came up through the new hole in the floor, and where, in the corner, sat a record player playing that song, the one with the harmonies and that stretches out long and changes halfway through. I like when songs change like that, when they become something else. The song was playing and Dad was behind Mom saying something. She was painting and then she was turned around and Dad had her pinned against the wall and the brush was in his hand now and pointed at her and his face was very close to hers. Mom turned to me, to me and Sister, Sister was there now too, and said, Go to Grandma’s. We were down the stairs, through the house, down the front steps, across the church parking lot, down the street. I was at the end of Sister’s hand, pulled like a balloon on a string. On a side street, almost an alley, my grandparents’ house in view down the block, we heard the sound of a car engine behind us and felt its heat. I turned to glimpse the station wagon, and thinking it was Dad, I shook my head and said no. Then the car was parked and Mom got out and said, Come on.

The weight from whatever had happened earlier that day was lifted once I learned we were sleeping over at one of my favorite friend’s house that night, the daughter of one of my mom’s friends. My mom’s friend chewed sweet gum, had long, painted nails, and smelled of sugary perfume. She satisfied her daughter’s girlish requests as a matter of course, nothing needed pleading for, and it made them into a commiserating pair. I was closer in age to the friend than I was to Sister and I directed toward her an unfettered longing. I’d try to press out of her and other friends declarations of fealty and number-one-ness, maybe because it was the kind of loyalty Sister would not pledge to me herself. Having a sister never felt like enough. I wanted a twin.

That night the daughter and I were laid out side by side on foam exercise mats in her bedroom. Her mom or my mom unfurled a sheet above our heads, the fabric puffing up full, holding, then settling over us. Sister must have been in another room, either with Mom or one of my friend’s three older brothers, and if she was excited about the impromptu sleepover, I didn’t know it. Nor do I know the mechanism by which she comes and goes from these stories, only that sometimes she’s there and sometimes she isn’t.

Here’s another one Sister never talked about. We knew they were getting divorced. As soon as I found out, I imagined a particular scenario—that I, we, Sister and I, would have to testify on the stand over which parent we preferred and would then live with. I assumed we’d divide according to our preferences. I felt sad that I might hurt Dad’s feelings, but the fear that came over me when I imagined being away from Mom for such long stretches of time was so large that I could barely fathom it. It was the same feeling I got when I thought of infinity or how long ago the dinosaurs were. But that never happened. The closest we ever came to this was one afternoon when Sister and I were left to play in a huge room with high ceilings and tall windows. I don’t remember being told we were going there and I don’t remember getting there, only that we were there and there were toys everywhere. Everything we coveted most was spread out on the carpet. This teddy bear that blinked and talked. Plastic ponies with pastel plastic hair you brushed with a tiny plastic comb. Plush life-size dogs with big, glossy eyes. We’d only ever seen these toys in ads and commercials, in smooth, contextless spaces where kids were rewarded for their happiness with even more happiness. One of the toys was this plastic house you could crawl inside. It had yellow sides and a red roof, paned windows you could open and close, and a green door, thatched like a basket, with a missing top half. In the newspaper ads a tiny girl leaned out from the inside, smiling and waving as though to a neighbor. We would have ducked and folded ourselves up to get inside, crowded with the two of us, angling for space but not before seeing Mom and Dad and Dad’s sister and Dad’s sister’s husband sitting in another, smaller room just off of ours, the door open, and Dad’s sister saying to him, You’re killing yourself, and Dad sitting very still and looking small and far away. Sometime after that Dad left, was asked to leave, and whatever of this Sister has held on to is her own private version, and it either has a lot to do with mine or nothing. It would be a strange thing to ask her about now, we haven’t spoken in a year. And it was never the kind of thing we talked about anyway. Exactly: Them’s the breaks.
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It’d be hard to explain it to you. I’m not sure I understand it myself. It feels like when someone in a movie has to travel back in time so they can stop themselves from doing the one irrevocable thing. Except I don’t know what the irrevocable thing is. If I see the old me around town, I’ll ask her. I know our paths have diverged and I need to find where they split and go where she went instead. Or I just have to do everything I’ve ever done in exactly the same way, but this time make sure to erase my tracks behind me. Like what it was like after the divorce. The way Dad woke us up each weekend morning: He’d come into the bedroom Sister and I slept in—a small carpeted room with a set of bunk beds in a squat two-bedroom house twenty minutes from Mom’s—and ask us if we wanted a boilermaker. The room was at the front of the house, faced east, and the sunlight coming in showed how filthy both the windows and the lenses of his glasses were. His graying, dirty-blond hair was unwashed, stick-straight, and shot off at funny angles. Sometimes Sister was already awake and out in the living room or I was. Thank god you’re awake, he’d say, breathless. I almost called the doctor. Dad, I’d groan. You wanna boilermaker? he’d ask. A shot in a beer? Cuppa coffee? Cuppa joe? Then he’d take a drink from his mug and hiss, Jebby. Jebby jebby. He got its breath on me, at head-height on the top bunk. I would turn my head and whine. Truth be told, I wouldn’t say no to a boilermaker right now. I’m not picky. Dealer’s choice. Even with his repetition of the routine, the morning felt new, open and ready to be filled. A whole Saturday. We never filled it though. Instead we let the hours yoke themselves around our necks and pull us along. That didn’t change the mornings, though—they still felt bright and weightless. Boilermaker? Eventually he’d break character and say, Okay, let’s go, and give us a little shove.

He would drink his coffee on the couch, the TV volume pitched high, a man on-screen with a passionate forehead in a suit and tie talking fast and loud about sports or politics. Dad would send us across the two-lane highway that cut through town to the gas station to get donuts. Thinking about it now, it was a sad little house, that house. We got cozy in it, but the best thing about it might have been how close it was to the gas station. We’d run across the street and pull the donuts from the cloudy Plexiglas case with a pair of tongs or square of wax paper. Mom was not exactly miserly, but she was a lot more prudent than Dad. She cashed out a set amount from her paycheck every two weeks and put a row of bills in ascending order in her billfold, all the heads lined up and facing front, nothing bigger than a twenty and only a few of them. Sister and I would ask to take out a dollar or two for hot lunches at school. If it was near the end of the pay period, she’d say, Make a sandwich, or if we whined, I’ll make you a sandwich. Later we’d slip the bills out without asking. But Dad was more cavalier. He paid child support but didn’t hand over money to our upkeep in a death-by-a-thousand-lashes of school clothes, gym shoes, hair ties, hair spray, curling irons, socks. Saturdays he’d give us a ten or twenty, and we’d buy a dozen donuts for five bucks. Plain glazed, glazed long johns, plain cake, sprinkled cake, sprinkled glazed, chocolate cake with a sugar crust, and crullers, even though I never understood crullers. We’d run back carrying the white box with the cellophane window and Dad would forget to ask for his change until weeks later, when Sister and I had already spent it on candy and chips and magazines. When he asked, we’d pretend not to know what he was talking about. You gave us a five, Sister, who handled the money, would say. Or, We gave you your change. Dad would purse his lips and smile. With Mom, our lying was outright deception. But Dad seemed to appreciate our scheming. Sometimes he’d ask us for the change right away and we’d have no choice. He was just as amused at busting us.

We never got donuts at home, and we only got chips at cookouts. The meals Mom cooked were Midwestern in that they were often weird and disgusting. Tuna fish casseroles, rye bread pizzas. She wasn’t unskilled. Later when I was in high school, she’d hit upon a rotating cast of recipes that we not only tolerated but genuinely liked and often requested outright, but in those days, she refused to prepare anything anyone was excited about, for either us or herself. It was like she was punishing us for something, but we didn’t know what. One saving grace during this time was the reading program at school, sponsored by a national pizza chain. When Sister and I read a certain number of books, we were rewarded with vouchers for free personal-size pizzas and pops. We’d drive the thirty minutes to the nearest franchise and sit in a booth with a geometric orange-and-brown shade hanging low over the table. Mom would order a pop for herself and eat a slice from each of our pizzas. So except for the pop and the tip, we ate for free.

Dad was not a cook. He was a BLT kind of guy. He heaped bowls full of ice cream with Grape-Nuts sprinkled on top and popped a lot of popcorn, which he put in a huge wooden bowl that was supposed to be used for salad or rolls for dinner parties. He used so much butter that by the time we ate to the bottom, it was congealed along the side of the bowl and we dragged the last pieces through it. You could see the salt in the cloudy fat. And the frozen lasagnas. It wasn’t so much his as every divorced dad’s frozen lasagna—a long, brick-heavy aluminum pan full of it. It came out bubbling in some spots, cold in others. He must have eaten the leftovers the rest of the week, but I didn’t think of that then.

I should say that he stopped drinking. At first it presented itself as a clear mark of improvement. Later I took it to mean he had discovered something too late. In its place he’d smoke cigarettes and then cigars mercilessly. The smoke draped itself over us like velvet. Sister and I army-crawled beneath it, laughing. It soaked into our hair and clothes, and when we came back to Mom’s on Sunday afternoons, we went straight into the basement to dump our laundry into the dirty pile next to the washing machine.

We watched movie after movie at Dad’s. Kubrick, Scorsese, Hitchcock. We watched the same ones over and over, a repetition that spiraled within the already repetitive days and nights. It was as though he wanted to make firm what he loved best, and what he loved best was GoodFellas, Laura, Rope, North by Northwest, The Birds, Psycho, The Shining, The Man Who Knew Too Much, Strangers on a Train, Mean Streets, Marnie, Lifeboat. He had majored in film and photography in college, which meant he must have seen them all before. But one led into the next starting from the minute we got there Friday night and into just after donuts on Saturday morning and Saturday afternoon and Saturday night, interrupted only by golf tournaments, sometimes basketball games, The McLaughlin Group, and the Sunday-morning political talk shows. The political shows were so boring to Sister and me that they made the violence in Full Metal Jacket seem soft by comparison. At least Full Metal Jacket had music in it. We grew heavy. We lay down and stayed there, pillows folded under our heads. Dad on the couch, us on the floor. Or Dad and me on the floor, Sister on the couch, et cetera. Those weekends together were so similar that they make one yearslong weekend in my mind. The repetition of each piece—Dad picking us up Friday nights, our strung-out Saturday afternoons, going back to Mom’s early Sunday afternoons—marks the memory permanently, like initials scratched into a school desk with a dead pen.

I felt the weighted depression of leaking time, the way the evenings would fall over our shoulders. How hard it was to move if you weren’t already moving. The light of the television reflected off my dad’s dirty glasses. We resisted sleep until he would turn off whatever movie we were watching, the living room blinking into darkness, then he’d come to where I was on the floor, take off my glasses, lay them on the side table, and go to bed.

When he dropped us off on Sunday afternoons, he stayed in the car. He pursed his lips into a stiff point for us to kiss. In the doorway Mom smelled our hair and sent us downstairs.

It was hard to know what Dad’s days looked like when we weren’t there. More television, more coffee, golf, work. I couldn’t imagine him in a cubicle, though he had a desk and computer in his back room and sometimes played solitaire there late at night. I was aware of a vague insomnia. For a few years he traveled all over for the semitruck manufacturing company where he worked as some kind of trainer on new products—a job I was never able to connect to his education or actual interests—and some weekends we didn’t see him. He’d send us postcards from wherever he was and draw dialogue bubbles coming out of the animals’ mouths: In one, a deer in a peaceful field asked an imaginary hunter not to shoot it. Dad told us that he always looked through a hotel’s phone book to find all the people with our last name and that, judging by his research, we might find a number of cousins in either Buffalo or Albany, I can’t remember which.

One weekend we stayed with him after he’d been out of town for a month or two. We’d just arrived, and Dad was either in the living room in front of the television or the back room in front of the computer, and Sister and I opened the refrigerator and saw a couple of brown bottles of beer next to the water filter. The inside of the fridge—bright and dirty—was otherwise empty. I looked at Sister. I don’t know what her face gave me, it could have been nothing, but somewhere in it I understood they weren’t his. What felt wrong about it was instead the idea of him having someone over. I imagined him as utterly solitary, his life a series of tasks and locations and interactions with strangers or acquaintances. It never included someone drinking a beer with him in his living room.

The only friend we knew him to have was a cop. Dad liked guns and when we were younger he volunteered for the county sheriff’s auxiliary police force, working parades or county fairs or riding late-night patrols if they were short-staffed. The cop was Black and he wore sunglasses everywhere. He called us little ladies and told us how smart we were. He was always giving us puzzles or what-would-you-do scenarios. He picked up our hands and showed us where to push if a man ever attacked us. Dad rarely touched us, and the cop holding my hand sent a tingle to the back of my neck. We’d play with the cop’s handcuffs, which were heavy and hurt our bony wrists. Sometimes we’d all go out to lunch. Dad was livelier around the cop—we all were—and when he left, it felt like getting off a trampoline.

I wish he was our dad, I told Sister once.

How can you say that, she said.

You’re in love with him.

I want him to be my boyfriend, not replace Dad.

Maybe he could be both, I said.

Sister shook her head. She wasn’t going to explain it to me. It wasn’t that I wanted to get rid of Dad, but I liked him better when the cop was around, and I wondered what Sister and I could do to get him there on our own. We laughed at his jokes and showed him our pristine report cards. We would change the channel from golf or the political shows whenever he went to the bathroom, and when he came back he’d pretend to get mad, take the remote from us, and rap us on the knuckles with it. We’d laugh and rub our hands. When we whined about how bored we were, he’d say, Shaddup, like an old movie gangster. Remember the gangsters in the Bugs Bunny cartoons? The big dumb one and the funny little mean one? He was the little one.
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Do you all remember the summer the river dried up? I wouldn’t be able to tell you the year. Who marks time like that when you’re a kid? It might have been the summer after the divorce or the next summer or the summer after that—I was nine or ten or eleven. Probably the summer I turned nine. No, I didn’t know it had to do with the dam. I thought it was the weather. I’m not so sure about that. I thought there was a drought. Well, either way, it dried up. I think we can agree on that. The river dried up, and one night we went down to the park after dinner. We slid down the dry, crumbling bank into the bed, the color and texture of bone. That image is very clear to me. It was Sister, Mom, me, and the dog. We walked among a handful of people. I can’t imagine it’s any different now, but back then there weren’t a lot of occasions for everyone in town to come together. In the summers there was the Fourth of July and the catfish festival, but what else was there? Not much. Football games. Spaghetti dinners. I liked going to the Friday-night fish fries with my grandparents. The coleslaw was sweet and vinegary and shredded fine. But then the VFW burnt down, which put the kibosh on that for a while. Anyway, we went down to the park and let the dog off the leash, which we never did, and she pranced around, licking strangers’ hands and smiling. Sister and I milled and kicked rocks. We peeled up fish skeletons from the river floor and found rubber lures and desiccated clamshells, dead seaweed clinging to them like hair.

It’s so weird, Sister whispered, looking upriver toward the bridge. Her breathlessness betrayed her awe. She had started holding herself apart from us, keeping her joy to herself or saving it for her friends, and I watched for when she forgot to. Her eyes followed a bird, an egret maybe, flying low over one of the river’s tiny grassy islands. I took off skipping, half running. I was high with a dangerous excitement. Sister found a friend from school, and they climbed up the blank slope of the dam. Without the rushing water falling over it, it resembled a hairless mons. Somewhere there are pictures of Sister and me and the friend in our cotton shorts and dirty white canvas shoes. My hair was light blond in those days, long and wavy. Sister’s was light brown and stick-straight, just shorter than her shoulders. Every year after that both hers and mine would get darker. In the picture we’re pushing against the slope with our hands like we’re trying to hold it back.

Mom walked slowly with her hands in her pockets, like she were regarding a monument for the war dead. Years later, before we stopped speaking, I remember she’d talk about the dry bed with the same tone she would the gas embargo in her early twenties. You could only go on certain days, she would say. She grew up here too. If you know any of us, it’s her, you knew her from the clinic, or you saw my grandparents out on their walks or at the family diner or the Methodist church. When Mom talked about these things, a particular emotion would activate in her, that tamped-down Midwestern elation from having suffered in the past and anticipating suffering again in the future. You know what I’m talking about. I didn’t know at the time that I wouldn’t see it more than once, the river drying up, I mean, or that the opposite problem would be more common. After Sister and I left, Mom would tell us whenever the river was high. She would say it with some worry—I could nearly hear her shaking her head over the phone—but there was never a true threat in it, not with the river itself. Instead it was an indicator of more rainwater elsewhere, in the cornfields, which was certainly not good for the farmers, but it had less to do with her than she made it seem. She still noted it all like a weary almanac.

I do think the park is beautiful though. I wouldn’t have been able to say that then, but it’s one of Island City’s few beauties. I don’t know if you all think of it that way. You know what they say, you’ve got to go away to come back. When I was a kid you’d only rarely see people who lived here walking or cooking out or bringing their dogs to run. Back then people would mostly only use the park to cut through it—if there was traffic on the bridge or they were getting pickup at the pizzeria near the north entrance. I think it’s the same reason why no new shop or restaurant survived that didn’t resemble a shop or restaurant that already existed. Everyone was embarrassed for wanting something new or different. On the weekends, Latino families would come in from out of town and light coals in the grills, throw slabs of meat over the fires, and roll up their pant legs to wade at the water’s edge. I knew the town must have seen it as a kind of intrusion. When the one Black family moved in when I was in high school, some man or woman or kid dropped a dead raccoon on their porch within the week. But then, as I’m sure you remember, the middle brother was really good at football and so you never heard anything like that happening again.

We were what you’d call a Christian family. We weren’t serious about it, but Mom liked stories that proved the kind of humble charity she thought everyone should be after. At its most basic, she followed an edict of Do unto others as you would have, et cetera. Usually her big move was to stay out of it. Such blatant bigotry from people here struck me as solely for the unimaginative or simpleminded: sloppy men who spoke to their wives like they were children—women who did everything for their husbands save for accompany them to the bathroom—before scratching some inflamed part of their bodies and spitting into a cup. As a kid, I stared at anyone different, curious and noting the ways we were not alike, hungry for the unfamiliar, but too shy to do more than observe.

I do remember sometimes seeing a few sleepy old men from town in rubber waders scattered near the dam when the river was running. They got in up to their thighs, sometimes their waists. The dam never looked like much to me, that churning fall, probably no more than ten or twelve feet, and above it, the water slow and calm. I don’t know if you feel this way, but I attached an ill pride to the dam, I think because of how often it killed people. How every few years some unsuspecting out-of-towner would go over in a canoe or inner tube, or someone would get too close to the edge of the bluff and fall in and drown. And how every time it happened, the town would put up another sign along the bank. They were so ugly, those signs with the red warnings on them. They disturbed any peacefulness in the scene—the water, the trees, all of it—and reminded you of what you might have come to the park to forget: namely, that people are idiots, in need of constant warning not to put their hands to the flame. It’s one thing that people who live here have over others, I think. To most outsiders, this is just a quaint little town to cut through. Maybe they poke around in one of the antique shops or grab a beer somewhere, but they pass through the way the river does, a tributary to a tributary to a real river.

I walked to the park and stood above the dam the day I got back to town. The signs were just as ugly as they’d always been. There were a couple of kids downriver throwing rocks into the water from the shore. I sensed they couldn’t see me. I always thought they should take the signs down. Let people who aren’t fearful of their own deaths become so. When the river dried out, the surprise wasn’t the expanse of bed or seeing the dam made impotent, a smooth cascade of rock where water once fell in a sheet, but that it laid bare what the river usually hid. The pleasure was pure novelty, of seeing a living thing turned into its own thirsty crypt. That evening when we first stepped down into the bed and walked among the brittle fish spines, I half expected to see a fan of human corpses.

I remember picking up a turtle shell, nearly as big as a Frisbee, and asking Mom what happened to it. I knew the answer immediately and felt dumb. Mom’s face lay still behind her sunglasses.

We’d better get home for dinner, she said.

We already ate, I said, and laughed nervously. I picked up her hand and swung it.

Sister, sensing an in, asked, Can we get ice cream?

We climbed out and put the dog back on her leash and walked along the road that cuts through the park, past the baseball fields and the concessions hut. We passed the picnic pavilions beneath the trees—tall and full of broad, green leaves—then walked up the short incline and over the single-lane bridge near that obscenity of a beige brick house that hulks over the south end. Yes, the one with the elevator. We would have stopped on the bridge to look at the slow tributary below, the surface crud of water bugs and algae and puffy cottonwood seeds curling into themselves like oily gunk around a drain. Then we walked past the wooded cemetery near the Baptist church where I sometimes took the dog. I never found the edge of it. It just went back and back. All those moss-covered graves. Mom and Sister walked out ahead of me with the dog. She was a border collie mutt. I watched her wispy tail wag and imagined her skeleton inside it, and I wondered when, if that point had not already been reached, the dead would outnumber the living. Every other weekend, my mom’s parents, who would live well into their nineties, attended the funeral of a friend or a cousin of theirs I’d never heard of or someone who’d fought in World War II—my grandpa was a vet. My grandma, doused in perfume, would wear navy polyester slacks with a matching jacket, and my grandpa would wear a brown suit with a bolo tie whose stone he’d found and cut and polished and set himself. They went to so many funerals. I imagined them sitting hunched at long folding tables in church basements eating casseroles, deli meat, those scalloped sugar cookies with rainbow sprinkles. I thought of them drinking scorched coffee out of Styrofoam cups and making small talk with people who were in pretty bad shape. Then they’d go home to their house that smelled like breath and watch murder mysteries on PBS. I never thought to ask, but I wish they would have told me: When did they find themselves with more friends gone than left behind? It seemed like a victory—people would tell my mom in the grocery store how wonderful it was that my grandparents were still with us and that they could still go out for their walks around town together—but, as you could have guessed, one of them died before the other, and then what do you do with your days?

Outside of the park the air was warm and dry. We walked along the pavement to the liquor store that used to have that case of freezer-burnt ice cream in that hot room in the front. They sponsored my peewee softball team, and if we won we’d all get a free cone. That night Sister and Mom and I each got a single scoop and ate them while walking home. I liked carving it down with my tongue and reaching the end where the cone gets soggy. It’s strange the way time moves when you want something and get it and then no longer have it. And wouldn’t you know it, my cup is empty.
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Soon after or right before that, Dad got a wife with red hair and freckles and huge glasses and these chunky tits and chicken legs and two sons. The sons were each one year older than Sister and me. Mom said to Dad, It’s a little fast, don’t you think? This was either over the phone or in person, out on the concrete square of our front porch, I can’t remember. I only remember the words and the tone, how her voice firmed up. I didn’t know what was fast or slow— I don’t remember how fast or slow it even was, maybe one or two years after they got divorced—but Dad rented out his place, and he and the woman and her two sons moved into this enormous old house not far from the previous one. It was so big that it had two living rooms and two noisy wooden staircases inside. Most of the time she and Dad would sit in the front living room, which was really the back, watching old movies all day and night with the lights out, while Sister and my stepbrothers and I hung out in the back living room, which was really the front, a huge, thinly carpeted room that was once an entrance hall or parlor. We played video games and ate chips and corn nuts and gummies, all of it so salty or sour that by the end of the day the inside of my mouth was scraped raw. When I was alone in that room, I’d do long, running cartwheels, imagining I was an Olympic gymnast, a cute little thing in a stretchy leotard flicking her wrists and pointing her toes. Some nights after it got dark we went out into the backyard and played capture the flag with a neighbor kid. It was dark except for a single bulb on the porch that cast a long triangle of light into the yard. I’d get down on my stomach and crawl through the grass. The older stepbrother would dress in all black, including a piece of fabric tied over his dirty-blond mullet, and climb into the big tree. The younger brother had red hair and freckles like his mom, and some weekends he hung out with a man from Big Brothers Big Sisters who wore goggles for glasses and short square shorts like an old basketball player, which we thought was strange, having an adult assigned to be your friend, even though, I’ll admit, I didn’t have a ton of friends myself.

One bored Saturday, some winter afternoon when it was too cold to go out, Sister and I followed our stepbrothers into the laundry room, a muted square off the big back (front) room where we normally hung out. The older had a pillow that was so thin it was only useful folded in half, and he pressed it along the inside of the dryer.

Get in, he said to his brother, and he did. The older brother put the heat on none and pressed the button that made the dryer think the door was closed, and the machine and his brother spun. He started squealing. He was a real squealer, that one. I could see his blur of an open mouth repeat.

After a minute he cried, Okay, okay, okay. The older stepbrother let it run a few seconds more, smiling a little, and Sister laughed.

Okay! the younger brother said. The older one stopped the dryer and his brother unfolded himself out of it, staggering and holding his head and laughing like he was drunk.

Want to? the older said to Sister. Except he said it like wha-new. Wha-new? The older rarely laughed outright but would give Sister and me sly smiles. Sister climbed in and he said, Tell me when, and she gave him a thumbs-up and he pressed the buttons and she started spinning and laughing. When she cried out, Okay, he let the button go immediately.

Oh, my god! she said, climbing out. You have to do it, she said. Her face was trying for something but it was outside of her control. I’d see that same face on a kid from high school right after he took his third or fourth shot of a disgusting liqueur I can’t remember. He was on the losing end of a drinking game at a yellow-lit kitchen table. He drank the shot, put the empty glass down, and made his face big like he was hating it all and having too much fun hating it, but his eyes gave him away.

Wha-new? the older brother asked me.

It’s fun, Sister said, breathless. I must have paused just long enough, because then she said, I’ll make sure he stops when you want to. I climbed in. I don’t know why this feels like something. This is a nothing story. But I’ve already started so I might as well finish. If Sister were here, she’d laugh. She’d shake her head and say something like, The shit we used to get up to. I was the smallest among us but still felt crowded, too close to myself when I got in there. Then the older brother hit the button and I spun. I let myself be spun. It felt both lopsided and perfectly balanced at the same time. I let it go longer than I wanted. When I said, Okay, trying to keep my voice calm, but loud enough so I only had to say it once, I was afraid the spinning wouldn’t stop but it did right away. I got out and my head felt like it was moving in all different directions. I tried not to look at Sister or my stepbrothers.

I feel dizzy, I said, and laughed a little and they all laughed too. There was a pressure at the back of my neck where it had rested on one of the dryer’s metal dividers. The younger stepbrother got back in, and the older brother let it go so long that after he got out he ran bent over to the bathroom.

After Dad drove us home the next day, Mom saw me rubbing my neck, and I didn’t stop and think whether or not it was a good idea to tell her until I already had, and then she was on the phone on the kitchen wall turning her back to us and saying, And where are you when all of this is happening? And then her voice tightened into a tone where anything that wasn’t itself was squeezed out of it, and she said, What’s going on.

If anything happened between the two of them it happened like this, during or just after the exchange from one house to the next. One Sunday our stepmom walked us up to the front porch and told Mom, Your daughters don’t talk to me. Whenever we’re in the car together or at dinner, they just sit there.

They can be shy, Mom said, petting my hair. Not only had she never called us shy before, but it was more her habit to mark me as a ham if ever I exhibited anything that resembled extroverted or attention-seeking behavior. Who doesn’t like a little attention? Even then I thought, with something like a shrug, I’m only a kid, what do you want from me. I thought, I’m still a kid and my conversation skills aren’t yet up to snuff and it’s silly for an adult to worry over whether or not a kid likes them.

And they ruin their dinner by eating candy and chips all day.

Our stepmom had bugged, quaking green eyes. Her voice often broke, and it pushed her complaints beyond whatever it was she was talking about and into the realm of Sister and me being bad kids and this all being a situation that needed figuring out, and fast. It was the same as when she told us, out of nowhere one weekend, that we could no longer play with our stepbrothers alone in their rooms. We had to do it elsewhere.

I didn’t know how to explain that at Dad’s new house I never quite knew when dinner was, and even now I can’t remember where we ate. Time spread out and bent in the big house to the point where it felt like midnight in some rooms, the middle of the afternoon in others. There was no internal system nailing anything down, only the light of the television on my dad’s face in an otherwise dim, smoky room. I didn’t know how to say that though, so instead I told Mom I didn’t like our stepmom’s cooking, which also happened to be true.

It won’t ruin anything to tell you that my dad and stepmom didn’t stay married for long. A few years of camping and playing with toy cars and watching my stepbrothers wrestle in the big, drafty front/back room, and then no more of that. Even in their earliest iteration, my dad and stepmom never seemed to like each other much. On occasion they allowed flirting of the variety that betrayed an agreed-upon performance of exaggerated clichés wherein the man is a horny idiot and the woman a prudish bitch. Sometime leading up to his second divorce, Dad asked Mom how many pairs of scissors she owned, how many was the usual amount, because he’d found an entire boxful under their bed. Later Dad told Mom he thought it would be a good idea for Sister and me to spend weekends at home with her for a month or two. We didn’t see him during the transition—it’s one of those things I’ve been told rather than remember—then the three of us were back on the living room floor of the old house watching golf and eating popcorn.

Sister told me that after the divorce they all went back to the plains state they had come from, a state shaped like a deck of cards, and that Dad had helped my stepbrothers out with money and somewhere along the way they both had multiple children. It’s strange to think of this. To think of them existing and having any lives after they left ours. Their last name escapes me now. I don’t know if I ever knew it. My stepbrothers’ faces are eternally pubescent. Skinny and flushed and angry. The younger stepbrother had that square buzz cut. The older had very pale blue eyes. What’s more remarkable than any story about them that I could tell you—and it’s all so ordinary, how the best time I had with my stepmom was on a camping trip up in the dry mountains out west somewhere, the ground soft with pine needles, when the two of us lay down in a hammock and interviewed each other with my hairbrush. What’s more remarkable than anything I might remember is how cleanly they were removed from my and Sister’s lives. Like a dead tooth. For me there was so little that needed untangling. I could have just as easily not told you about them. Nothing would feel like it was missing. What came before it could instead lead into what I’m about to tell you, the two closing around the blankness, like when someone rises from a bench and then the people sitting on either side, without thinking, slide in to take up the space.
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The problem is that whatever I choose to tell you from any particular time would make it seem like the most important thing I could tell you. Any piece would seem too exemplary. A story becomes the story. It becomes more definitive than a great pool of past, the habitual, the thing that normally happened. But not every memory has a beginning, middle, and end, which is why I can’t present so discrete a story in all cases, and not in this particular case, because one day he wasn’t there and the next he was, but I can’t say what that next, first day was like.

What would I have noticed first? He was tall and wide, for one. Bearded. He had an accent. Later we’d learn he left the South in his late teens for California, where he lived for a year or two, before settling in our very own Midwest and eventually Island City. He’d been here for almost fifteen years, and it had flattened his speech and obscured, but not completely erased, his origins. I can remember him once mispronouncing the word retired to such a degree that he ended up sounding rather insensitive both toward his friend who had recently stopped working and to anyone who might have a learning disability. It would be hard to gauge its use among children now, but in those years, it was rampant, and, well, I wouldn’t want to review the tapes, as it were, and tally how many times I said the word, because despite knowing that you weren’t supposed to use it in that way, I know I must have said it more than my fair share before I gave it up completely. But let’s move on.

My first memory of the man is not the first thing that happened. There is no scene where Mom prods me, my head down, and then Sister, silent and defiant, to shake a stranger’s hand. Sister or Mom has that one. Or maybe it did actually start here, the first of him I can remember.

The man came over for dinner. It was a Saturday, early evening, some weekend we weren’t with my dad. We may have cooked out, though Mom never lit the grill herself, and I’m not sure we even owned one then. Either way, we ate outside on our shabby picnic table. We didn’t usually eat outside. That was saved for birthday parties or graduation parties, whenever people who didn’t usually come over came over. Suffice to say, had this man not been a friend of Mom’s, it already would have felt different. It was summer, the beginning, middle, or end of the season. What I mean is, it was warm. The dog was in the sun on her chain, panting and licking her lips. There was some meat and corn on the cob, my favorite thing to eat. I liked rolling it hot in the butter and feeling the stick lose its shape.

The man drank a dark bottle of beer with gold foil folded down around its neck. Sister and I sat across from him and Mom, and I could smell the adult sourness whenever he took a drink. Mom didn’t drink beer—she didn’t drink much of anything—and it felt wrong to see it and smell it again so close, like walking into a boys’ locker room.

Sister and I put together our plates.

Ketchup? the man asked, and Mom got up and went into the house and came back with a big plastic bottle.

The man squeezed a line.

Sister made a face. You’re putting ketchup on your hot dog? she asked. Dad had the habit of repeating a certain city’s maxim that ketchup be kept far away from hot dogs. For the longest time, I thought it was his own personal rule and preference and not a well-known custom he’d taken in and repeated, the same way I thought he invented every joke he told.

I put ketchup on everything, the man said.

Everything, Sister repeated. She was thirteen. You couldn’t have paid her to smile if she didn’t want to.

Everything, he said, grinning. His front teeth were crooked, they tilted in toward each other just so. Our means were what you might call scant, there was certainly no abundance and not much room for error, but Mom had still begun to threaten both Sister and me with braces (which we would, in fact, later get, making my fifteenth year on earth, which also saw a great flowering of acne across my face and chest and back, not one of my favorites).

Sister said, What about your corn?

In some different version of events, Sister became a lawyer. She specialized in saying, What about that? And this? And that? Holding up an array of evidence, angry and exasperated and tireless, each case a personal affront to her intelligence. Except it wasn’t a bunch of different cases. It was all one big case. In it the prosecutor presented a bottomless argument—a parade of witnesses, expert testimony, numbered exhibits—and Sister was responsible for rebutting all of it. Listening, considering, and eventually saying, I’m not so sure about that. All right, let me ask you this. Instead she got a job at an insurance company calculating risk. She performed—and last time I checked about a year ago, still does—difficult, high-level math that always yields a right or wrong answer. I’ve always thought her profession was a little too clean, but now I envy the clarity. My current task, what you might call my project, is a mirror opposite. I’m not looking for something, I’m getting rid of everything. Like an old man confessing to a priest before he dies.

Oops! the man said, and drew a trail of ketchup down the length of his corn. He picked it up and took a bite.

I crinkled my nose. Sister stapled the corners of her mouth shut.

Oh, now, Mom said.

How’s school? the man asked Sister between bites.

School hasn’t started yet, she said.

What classes are you going to take, Mom said.

Math, English, science—all the regular ones, Sister said, shrugging. I imagined her as a soccer goalie, rejecting shot after shot. Nope, nope, no, Not that one, and No way.

The dog came over and put her nose in the man’s lap.

Oh, hey there, he said, and patted her on the head. She started a high whine. I don’t think I’m supposed to give this to you, he said.

We do all the time, Sister said.

We do not, Mom said, and told me to put the dog in the house.

What grade will you be in? the man asked when I sat back down.

Fifth, I said.

Your mom tells me you girls both get straight As. Impressive stuff. I was never very good at school, he said. His smile was sheepish.

It’s not that hard, Sister said.

Mom gave her a look.

What? she said. It’s not.

And she’s going to try out for the volleyball team, Mom said, looking at me.

They let everyone play, Sister said.

The man cleared his throat.

It was up to me, I realized. I was to put on a one-woman show. I don’t know if it was that I wanted him to like me or I wanted Mom to think that I wanted him to like me or just that Sister was doing one thing so I had to do another, but I told him about this list I’d gotten from the library: fifty classics of American literature that everyone should read before they’re dead or something like that. The list was already a few decades old—a photocopy of a photocopy that had been stuffed into a binder underneath the circulation desk—but I liked how official it seemed. I liked the idea of someone handing me a list, me finding each book on its shelf in the library, reading it, either on the blue beanbag in my bedroom or the couch in the living room or the swing in the backyard, returning the book when I was done, and then putting a line through each item on the list. I had started the summer strong. Or I had started, at any rate. I’d read some story about an orphan who suffered greatly but who remained scrappy and hilarious, one about a man who went to the movies quite a bit, and another about a young woman who went mad for no good reason that I could tell. But pretty soon I strayed from the list and went back to my favorite children’s author and read all his books again. Then I watched a bunch of TV.

I think it’s time for dessert, Mom said. Girls, help me bring in these dishes. Sister sighed and picked up her plate. I took mine and the man’s, and Sister and I followed Mom inside. Sister refilled her glass of water while Mom picked up a spoon and two bowls, one filled with whipped cream and one with strawberries, and I followed her outside with a stack of small plates, forks, and a basket of biscuits. Mom and I placed it all on the table. It looked pretty. Like a photograph in a magazine where they mess it up to make you think it’s real. I sat back down and shoved my hands under my butt. Sister propped her head on one arm.

Mom opened up a crumbly biscuit with a fork and put it on a plate. On top of one half, she spooned strawberries with one spoon, whipped cream with another. She placed the other biscuit half on top, then strawberries and whipped cream again. She slid it in front of the man.

Oh my, he said. This looks delicious.

Then she made mine.

Can I have more strawberries, please? I asked.

After I fix mine and your sister’s, Mom said.

I’m not hungry, Sister said.

Mom would not have said, But you love strawberry shortcake. Or, Bullshit. Mom would not have done anything to break whatever mood she was trying to buoy. So she must have said something like, Suit yourself, and then given me another spoonful and fixed her own.

We were just about to dig in when Sister looked at the man and said, Aren’t you forgetting something?

What’s that?

Your ketchup, Sister said, smirking.

The man closed his eyes, threw his head back, and laughed without making a sound.

Dear, Mom said to Sister.

He said he put it on everything.

Well, obviously not dessert, hon.

Everything includes dessert, she said.

I darn near forgot, the man said, and picked up the bottle, turning it over, shaking the ketchup to the bottom, then opening the cap.

Mom shook her head. Don’t let her bully you, she said.

He swirled a concentric circle over his plate. Then he clicked the cap back, picked up his fork, and assembled a bite, a little bit of everything. He put it in his mouth and chewed it all, making a face like he was thinking hard about some things.

Are those fresh strawberries? he asked Mom.

Now Mom was smiling and shaking her head. Sister had crossed her arms over her chest, and I thought why is she being this way? Why would you refuse one of the only good things you get?

And that. And this. And that!



I feel like Sister would smirk if she heard me tell that story. Or just shrug and say, I was right. I may have only been thirteen, but I was right. There’s more to him, of course. I’ll tell you, but how about a drink first? If someone wanted to get the next one for me, I wouldn’t say no.
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Mom’s first memory of the man was different, of course— a bar just out of town with one of her friends, and the man had liked what she put on the jukebox or vice versa. Some song by a guy with long blond hair who played blues guitar and wore far too many bandanas. She told it as an anecdote, a dot at the beginning of the story of the two of them. But there was a different story she liked to tell more. She’d tell it any chance she got, as it featured some of her favorite things: injustice, an ill-advised disregard of the meek, comeuppance over said disregard, and, finally, a righting of the aforementioned injustice. It goes like this: In the early days of the man, the pastor of the First Presbyterian Church asked Mom to contribute a dessert for a potluck after a parishioner’s funeral. (I’m not going to ask if you worship. I don’t want to assume you don’t, but I’m assuming you don’t. Not because people in bars aren’t also ever people in churches, but I just think of myself and the way my own chronology has spanned out, and my church days and my bar days—well, they never overlapped. I was a kid who went to church, then I was an adult who went to bars, and there were some years in between when I was a teenager who went to the antique shops down the street. But if your church days and your bar days do overlap or if you once had church days and you spent them at the First Presbyterian Church of Island City and you recognize any of these women, though many of them are probably dead and gone at this point, I’d just ask that you be discreet. I’d hate for it to somehow get back to my mom that someone’s been dragging this old story out around town, even though, or especially since, she and I have not spoken for many years now, and even though she hasn’t lived in town for almost as long, and even though she’s more than a thousand miles away from here, judging by what I last heard from Sister, and yes, even though she could be dead and I wouldn’t know it. It’s less about her personal feelings than me wanting to keep a low profile. I’ll leave names out of it, is what I’m saying, though I’m not sure I knew any of the names in the first place or if I did if I could remember them now if you asked, which again, please don’t.)

Anyway, they asked her to bring a dessert and she made a rhubarb crisp. This was my family’s favorite dessert. She’d make it in this square white Corning Ware dish with a cluster of orange and yellow and brown flowers painted on its sides. We got the rhubarb from my grandparents, it grew wild alongside their garden, and I think this is why we all had an attachment to the dessert that went beyond how it tasted. I’m trying to avoid nostalgia here, but I can admit this much. Mom hadn’t known the unfortunate star of the show, so she skipped the service and went straight to the cold church basement. Even if you’ve never been down in this particular church basement, you’ve been in this church basement: clammy linoleum floor, buzzing fluorescent lighting, excruciating folding chairs. It’s an unforgiving place. Yet people continue to descend into its depths for the promise of free sugar cookies and red punch. Mom slid the crisp onto the kitchen counter with all the other pies and bars and crumbles and planned to stick around and help make coffee and serve and eventually clean up. But the crisp’s appearance turned off the women in charge, clucking around the kitchen like they owned the place. Not realizing Mom was the dessert’s author, the women felt free to comment on its ugly face, which they determined was ugly enough to hold the crisp back in the kitchen instead of putting it out on the buffet table with the rest of the food. And, yes, the top was lumpy and brown and admittedly not the most attractive, but people should know better. While telling all of this, Mom would be quick to add that the women also didn’t even know it was rhubarb. They thought it was raspberries. Idiots, she would say. To which I would respond, silently, that cooked down as far as it must be in order to be edible, rhubarb could indeed, at a glance, pass for raspberries or even strawberries, and definitely when it’s mostly hidden beneath a dark crisp topping. But that is beside the point. (I should say, though, that there’s a strong chance these women were, in fact, idiots, but this particular misunderstanding doesn’t necessarily prove that.) The real point here is that she didn’t say anything. Again, I feel fairly certain I would not be able to tell you these women’s names even if I wanted to, and now that I think about it, my worry is less about these women themselves or my mom hearing that this story is being repeated but that Sister would probably not appreciate me talking out of school. She never liked our business circulating. She’s even farther away than where I last heard Mom is, but I wouldn’t put anything past her regarding her ability to find shit out. The important thing is that Mom knew the women, but she wasn’t friends with any of them, and she didn’t say anything.

Instead she waited maybe ten minutes before she left, so as not to rouse suspicion over why, carrying the crisp out with her. She brought it over to the man’s apartment and they ate it. The man didn’t care that it was ugly, he would say, just as long as it tasted good. This part of the telling was always difficult to hear. If Sister was within eyeshot, we would exchange a look that started out as something close to reflecting nausea, a tongue falling out of our mouths or our eyes going dumb, but which later became our faces emptying themselves of all emotion and our eyes meeting, like this, as theatrics were no longer necessary to convey what we were thinking. Later, even eye contact became superfluous. During this story or anytime our derision for other people needed noting in public, we would stiffen our bodies and turn ever so slightly in the other’s direction, fixing our gaze on a shared midpoint, as though one of us were driving and the other riding shotgun, and rather than taking our eyes off the road, we would both look at the same thing in the distance and share our thoughts that way. Eventually, we’d drop all movement and merely sense the other’s body seizing up, and that would be sufficient. Over time, we honed our silence into a dialect so specific that we were its only fluent speakers.

At the time I’d been taken in by the story. I accepted it as presented. Mom was a sympathetic character in it, the snickering women were its clear villains, and the crisp was a ragged mutt the audience loved without reservation. It wasn’t until years later that I would notice Mom’s portrayal of the man as the story’s savior. He was often praised for his generous good deed of sitting in a chair and eating something Mom had brought to him. To Mom, what was most important was that she had been dismissed and underestimated. The story confirmed for her publicly what she imagined people thought about her privately, not to mention her belief that most people were assholes. Though, I should say, she never used the word asshole, instead jerks or idiots. Except for a few friends she’d had since high school, Mom wasn’t a fan of women. But she seemed to know intuitively it wasn’t a thing to say. The declaration would taint and make unreliable all future criticisms about particular women, and she wanted to preserve her integrity in making individual critiques. It wasn’t so different from me hating this girl in my fourth-grade class, a pedantic, wiry brat with stick-straight white-blond hair and the thickest glasses I’d ever seen on a kid. They magnified her eyes to obliteration. She was an only child and always tried to control the flow of play in the yard before school. Now you say, But I don’t have any money, and I’ll say, Turn out your pockets. I’m not messing around. I knew not to come out and say I didn’t like her. It would be too much to have out in the world and would spoil the digs I might make on discrete actions or attributes. Instead I noted to others what might be considered drawbacks of individual pieces of the girl, spread out over time, and phrased so subtly as to appear no more than benign observations. She really seems to like Pixy Stix, was one example. Because I didn’t like her, she was always doing things I didn’t like, so I was never without material. It wasn’t a case I had to make all at once. But I usually kept to myself what I noticed. Instead I didn’t choose her in gym or ask to be partnered with her for science projects or go out of my way to sit beside her at lunch. But I didn’t actively avoid sitting next to her either, because I didn’t want to rouse suspicions of this opinion I had, one that no one would have cared that I had.



Mom prided herself on how little noise she had made giving birth to Sister and me. She told us about the positively hysterical woman who was on the other side of the curtain when she pushed Sister out of her. She refused epidurals both times, birthing two rather large babies, the second of which topped out at nearly eleven pounds. She apologized if she ever started to cry, which I only ever saw her do once, in her bedroom by herself after the funeral of a friend who’d died from breast cancer. It should be said that Dad was no more of an emoter. I saw him cry only once as well, a glimpse of his gleaming eyes at his dad’s funeral, which he quickly negated by sticking his tongue out at me. But that’s what this town is for. It’s an inhibitor. It makes me wonder just how far back I should go to tell you what you need to know. It’s like a crappy country song: My mama never cried because her daddy never cried and her mama never cried or cried too much, and Daddy never cried because his daddy never cried and his mama died when he was five. Mom grew up here. She met her best friend in high school. Mom was more of this town than anybody. It’s hard to know what she might have wanted different. She was only ever gone for college, where she met Dad, several hours south in a town that was a runt in a seemingly bottomless litter of old train towns that once held promise. Then two years in a one-bedroom apartment with Dad in a suburb that bumped up against the city, which was close enough to persuade Mom back here. The town was hers to grouse over—the neighbors who left their kids’ toys in their lawns, the craft store closing—but she would not abide it from anyone else, especially not her two daughters. My mom had taken in the defensive constitution required to stay. She kept making the rhubarb for us, and whenever she did, she told the story, so that the rhubarb became not just the rhubarb we were eating but also the rhubarb those women, whose names I’m now positive she never even told us, had rejected. I tell you this story now, not because I remember Mom telling it to me when it happened, but because this is around when it would have happened, and it feels more important to stay true to the chronology of actual events rather than to the order I would have learned them in. I know that this story came sometime after Mom first brought the man over and sometime before what happened next.





9


I don’t remember how she said it, only that the exchange took place in the bathroom on the lip of the tub and maybe Sister wasn’t there. Sister, being older and being Sister, often received communications first and differently. Later I’d learn the way Mom would come up into her room, sit on the edge of her bed, place a hand on her shoulder, and explain these things to her. As the oldest, she could handle them. It was her responsibility not to get upset.

Mom and the man were getting married in two weeks. (Maybe even you all can agree that two weeks, from the time of declaring something like getting married to the time of doing it, is fast.) She was across from me or us on the closed toilet. Three years before that she had sat me or us down in the same place to tell us she and Dad were getting divorced. It beats me why the bathroom had become the preferred location for these conversations. It was daytime both times, the afternoon, the lights were off, and the door was closed.

We’re getting married in two weeks. She said it in an almost whisper. It cast the pronouncement as something at the level of a secret, laid down so softly as if to disguise it being laid down at all. Her face was gray, her hair a dense, dark circle of curls that she would shrink each year after with shorter and shorter haircuts.

I met the news with the sense of needing to shoulder and accept it with quiet dignity. I didn’t want to be like some bratty movie kid and protest or scream some overwrought nonsense before running out of the bathroom and up to my room, slamming the door, and lying facedown on my bed to sob sanctimoniously. Sister and I were above such theatrics. We were wary of clichés. We weren’t like other kids, which sometimes meant we weren’t like kids at all. (Though, truth be told, I’ve always wanted to say, You’re not my real dad! and mean it, but I never took advantage when I had the chance, and I can’t imagine I’ll get another one anytime soon.)

I was eight and then eleven when Mom took us into the bathroom. Both times I nodded and considered the new information. I kept my hands folded in my lap. My posture was never better. Sister looked toward the window. The glass had a dense network of flowers and leaves and vines carved into it, so that you couldn’t make anything out on the other side but still got the light. I presumed we’d receive a Them’s the breaks in response to anything we might say, so I said little or nothing. My silence precluded whatever I might feel about things. I sensed that Sister, on the other hand, was having some thoughts but withholding them. She would use them later for the case she was building. She was going to file them away. It must have all looked like assent. This is okay, we were saying, because we weren’t saying it wasn’t. It was my first lesson in no response, how it can be interpreted infinitely and always the way each party wants. Family is a prisoner’s dilemma made of silent pacts pledged among its members for no ultimate benefit. Or sometimes it is. Mom told us the news, and I nodded, and Sister looked at the window, and after a while, we all left.

The next day we walked to our grandparents’ house, and Sister and I took turns standing on a short stool while Grandma wrapped a measuring tape around our chests in her dusty sewing room. She pinned a crinkly pattern around us. I liked the pricks. Our matching dresses would be made from a cream cotton print with big pink and green flowers, lilies I think. Mom and Grandma thought the fabric was beautiful, and I agreed, but it was unclear what Sister thought. She didn’t share her opinion one way or the other.

Two weeks later, in the sanctuary of the Presbyterian Church of Island City—indeed, the very same Presbyterian Church whence my mother’s rhubarb crisp was so cruelly cast out—the man put a gold ring on Mom’s finger, then tiny matching bands on my and Sister’s fingers. We understood the gesture to signify We Are All in This Together. It was about as subtle as a banner unfurling above the pulpit. Sister and I met the act with the solemnity of a pair of nuns marrying their lord and savior Jesus Christ. Later that winter, I’d lose the ring on the walk home from school when I took off my glove to throw snow at some kid. I looked every day for a week, and then Mom came out to help one morning before work. We won’t tell him, she said. If Sister wore hers, I never saw it. I knew I was supposed to feel bad, and I said as much to Mom, that I felt bad, and it would have been just like me to ham up my remorse a little too much to the point where she was then trying to calm me down, but I didn’t see it as so great a loss. At the time, I thought I was learning how unattached I was to what would seem like important objects. Later I understood the way my mouth would sometimes say one thing, my body another. Before I came in here I walked past the spot where I lost the ring. I had a funny thought as I passed it: What if I’d found it there? After all these years? Like pulling an old box out of an attic. Except it’s right there under the big tree outside the house where the school librarian used to live.

The reception was at home, crowded with cousins and Mom’s and Stepdad’s friends, soon to become one and the same. There was imported beer and cigars and music on the stereo. I recall more than a few bolo ties. I’d been allowed to invite one friend from school. She was a bad girl who would ditch me soon enough for the other bad kids so they could be bad together. She had a tooth in front that was shrunk to a sharp nub. It was impossible for me not to look at it, no matter how much time we spent together. She cussed like no other kid I knew. With force and all the time. She wasn’t trying something on with it or looking for a thrill. It was that cussing was the purest manifestation of who she was and the circumstances of her life. She was twelve and already world-weary, the spitting image of her tired single mother, a lumpy woman with a head of dark, wavy hair and a smoker’s cough who I never saw not wearing pajamas or a housecoat. My friend cussed like an old drunk. She cussed like each fuck and shit and bitch and prick were a lump of coal she was trying to harden into a diamond but couldn’t. By high school she’d develop a smoker’s cough of her own, which surfaced when she laughed, and she laughed a lot. She was pissy but ribald, and even when we stopped hanging out, whenever I heard her laugh in the halls or from inside some remedial classroom, it came to me as a blip of comfort. She and I flitted about the crowded house that night eating Swedish meatballs and rumaki and tonguing ice-cream punch out of short glasses. At one point Sister’s best friend and an older cousin disappeared into a crawl space off Sister’s room. A dozen of us kids ran around the upstairs, giggling over what we imagined was going on inside the walls. I had long, wavy hair that tangled easily. In all the photographs, I had a look on my face that made it seem like I had just woken up or was about to go to sleep. It’s not so different from what a drink or two does to me now. You don’t need to tell me what my eyes look like.

I won’t tell you the friend’s name. It’s not because I don’t remember it. I do. It’s because I don’t want her so close. I’m trying to get rid of all this. There are a few things left I need to chuck overboard before I can get out of here. A few more things I need to say.
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Mom must have been happy or as happy as she ever was, which had the appearance of regular happiness. I never thought to question why she tucked her voice in and said, Get out of his chair. He’s going to be home soon. Or, Clean this up before he comes home. I didn’t notice it. I didn’t notice the same way that, after a while, you don’t hear the churn of ice when the bartender shoves his scoop in the icemaker. It’s in the air. It’s part of the weather. In the mornings there was now the lingering scent of coffee. There was a large black recliner facing the television, its back to the dining room, and men’s deodorant and bottles of pills in the bathroom cabinet downstairs, and on the weekends, the sound of things moving in the basement.

I remember the first Christmas after. The furniture was shifted to make space for the tree, trimmed an inch short of the ceiling and shoved in a corner between the front window and the TV. I doted over it. I loved decorating it. I don’t know what that feeling is—of having forgotten something you loved, not knowing you’ve forgotten it, then remembering it all at once—but opening each box of ornaments then unfolding the Kleenex around each delicate piece lit up a recognition in me that has not been replicated since. Oh, you love this one, Mom would say. Oh, I love this one, I would say, and hang it on the tree. There were clear plastic animals, metallic balls, translucent beads wired into the shapes of stars and trees, a catfish made out of a pantyhose stuffed with cotton, Styrofoam balls my grandma had covered in satin and ribbon and pinned with plastic pearls, paper spheres halved open and on the inside a scene of a fireplace and an old man in a rocking chair and a sleeping dog curled on a rug. I took great care in placing each ornament just where I thought it should go. I put the translucent pieces near lights so they looked lit up from the inside, the most fragile ornaments closer to the top to keep them away from our dog’s anxious tail. Anything shiny went deep into the tree to give the whole thing dimension. I know I don’t seem like the type, but I became obsessed with the aesthetics of it all. I never felt so happy.

Mom would have bought Stepdad something on our behalf. Sister’s and mine. A shirt or hand tool or some summer sausage. Or Sister and I would have found something at school at that market they set up every December in an empty classroom so kids could buy gifts for their parents and siblings. It was all just cheap crap—sickly sweet chocolate-covered cherries or toothpick holders or wrapping-paper subscriptions or mini pocketknives. But to me the spread was magical, and I loved figuring out how I’d spend the money Mom gave to me to spend, and then watching her or Sister unwrap whatever I’d chosen.

But what I remembered from this Christmas—what Mom made sure we remembered—was his gifts to us, to me and Sister. Two boxes showed up beneath the tree Christmas morning. Both long and rectangular but wrapped in different paper. They were saved for last. Were Sister and I told to sit together on the couch? I don’t know. We unwrapped the paper at the same time, slid off the lids of the burgundy boxes, then folded open the tissue paper inside. The sense was that it wasn’t a surprise, that we knew what was coming. They were these dolls, among the most coveted new gifts that Christmas, dolls the size of long babies, dolls made to look like girls of ten or eleven or twelve.

Just gorgeous, Mom said.

Mine wore a checkered Victorian dress in black and maroon and white and a matching bow in her long dark hair. Her hair was shiny and soft and real-looking, with a thick set of bangs, except it was shinier and softer than real. Sister’s had hair the color of wheat, done up in braids looped beneath a bonnet. She wore a simple dress that indicated a more difficult but no less joyous life in a completely different era. I slid out a glossy pamphlet that told my doll’s story. All I remember is she was an orphan, which I appreciated a great deal.

Those dresses are very well-made, Mom said as we took the dolls from their boxes. They had better clothes than we did, even Sister’s apron-wearing pioneer. I caressed my doll’s hair and straightened her dress. Sister looked just past me.

Sister and I were only given the dolls, but there was all kinds of other stuff you could buy to go with them. We never read the accompanying books, slim affairs that chronicled the girls’ adventures. They were mostly advertisements for accessories, all the stuff you could buy for your doll: Charity Gets a New Dress or Annabelle and the Case of the Blurry Chalkboard. I would spend hours staring at the catalogs that came in the mail. The photo spreads showed artful scenes—summer adventure, nighttime, school—each placid and simple. The dolls wore period clothing within tableaux of miniature furniture you could also buy: a wooden school desk for Sister’s doll and a filigreed wrought-iron piece for mine. Sister’s doll’s bed was made of wood painted country blue to match her dress and a patchwork quilt. The bed’s feet were rocker rails. My doll’s bed was brass, with delicate, curling details and a white blanket punctuated with pink bows. The dolls had outfits for winter and summer and school, dressing gowns to sleep in. The clothes came in human sizes too, so you could match. Ice skates, paper dolls, valentines, butterfly nets, snowshoes, rain slickers and galoshes, wide-brimmed straw hats, pinafores and sailor collars, tartan capes and muffs. Every few months another set of images of idealized girlhood, rendered in miniature fictional worlds, would appear in the mail. I’d go through it all, drawing stars next to everything I wanted, keeling with desire.

I’d be embarrassed to see me now. That first reaction when I opened the box and my unabashed yearning that came after. Stepdad worked in the electronics factory just out of town. (I won’t tell you the name, but you know it. I think it’s closed now. Or maybe just downsized. I don’t know.) He was a foreman of some kind, and we were made to understand that the dolls were an extravagant purchase for him.

What do you say, girls? Mom said, and we thanked him.

How about a hug? she said.

Sister walked over to Stepdad in his chair and formed the shape of a hug around him. Then it was my turn. His body was soft and foreign-feeling. Except for my grandma, I wasn’t used to hugging people and not being able to feel their bones. It didn’t mean anything. It was just this other way he was different from us. I felt Mom’s eyes on me, so I picked the doll back up and held her gently, then I placed her back in the box and looked at her.

Next came the garage. Ours was a long, narrow plot, like a city apartment, where your arms can’t fully stretch out to either side, but whose central hallway unfolds back and back. Our yard was the very image of forced perspective. On one side ran the street, on the other side sat close, too close, that squat two-story apartment complex that still has no business being there. It was and is saturated with cigarette smoke. The entire building is one black lung. The smell was released anytime the doors squeaked open and closed. (Incidentally, the place attracted more than a few late-night visits from the fire department throughout my tenure in the neighborhood.)

Our slice of grass extended all the way back to our other neighbor’s backyard, which was also long and narrow, deepening the whole effect. There was a sandbox in the right back corner—an old tractor tire filled with dirt—where Sister once contracted worms. Beside that was a metal swing set with two swings, a trapeze bar at the end of two chains, and a gliding seesaw no sturdier than a Tinkertoy construction. Nearest to the street stood a tilted tetherball pole. For a brief period somewhere between third and fifth grade, it attracted a couple of friends and a couple of their friends my way. Closer to the house, on the same side as the apartment building, was the picnic table and a wooden swing where Mom read her magazines.

In my memory it’s a chicken-or-egg situation. Was the garage built for the purchased truck or so that a truck could be purchased? Just as hopeful parents will, months in advance, make a spare room into a nursery. We didn’t have one before. I remember little about its erection. No in-progress images have stayed with me. Only the just before and immediately after. Mom’s cousin took the tetherball pole. The sand was emptied from the tire and it was rolled to a neighbor’s. The swing set was uprooted, its rusty screws unscrewed, the whole thing forced into folding, and set out by the street for anyone to take. A cousin’s husband poured the foundation at a discount, and then, what felt like very quickly, the garage emerged—two-car, beige, nowhere near the color of the house’s burnt-red siding.

We probably didn’t exchange a look, standing at the back door off the kitchen, regarding the new view, but it would have told you everything you needed to know: Sister and me looking at it, then each other, then it, with no need to say what we thought or didn’t quite realize, which was that the yard was, suddenly, much smaller. None of it was spoken. Not between Sister and me, not from Sister and me to Dad, not from Sister and me to Mom. If Mom or Dad ever wanted to know about the other, they had to read it in our faces. Mom’s getting married. Dad’s new girlfriend is weird. Mom’s new husband farts out loud and all the time. Dad’s girlfriend made the tomato bread all wrong. Mom’s husband made chili with weird meat in it. Stepdad threw away a bunch of your old stuff that was in the basement.

The kitchen came next. Stepdad knocked down the wall between it and the dining room, so that it could be replaced by a counter and stools. It would all be open and connected. A free flow of conversation and a line of sight from the kitchen to the dining room to the living room to the front door. We tied bandanas around our heads and mouths and each took a turn with the hammer. Sister and Mom and me in baggy white T-shirts, Stepdad in denim overalls. Mom’s sister’s family might have been there on that first day, if only to stand and watch and tell us what they did when they renovated their kitchen five years before.

Mom picked appliances and flipped through binders filled with squares of floor tile and laminate countertop. She could decorate the kitchen however she wanted. Whatever would make her happiest while she was putting away the groceries she bought after work, cooking dinner, doing the dishes, loading the dishwasher, wiping down the inside of the microwave, running a rag over the counters, sweeping the floor, mopping the floor, putting away the clean dishes, taking out the garbage. I asked if I could keep the sample books because I liked the different textures and colors. I liked picking my favorites, probably because no one ever asked me.

For two months we ordered pizza, fried chicken dinners, syrupy Chinese food from the place by the St. Vincent de Paul. Mom set up a hot plate on the dining room table and cooked boxes of instant dinners you added ground chuck to. I helped her mix packets of powdered fettuccine alfredo. At the end of it all, there were deep-blond cabinets, burnt-orange floor tile, a shiny black refrigerator-freezer where both doors stood alongside each other, no longer a darkened, shrinking square of freezer-burnt popsicles and thin-crust pizzas. A sliding glass door looking out to the backyard was installed next to it. It was all luxurious and totally regular.

Listen, I love counters. I love barstools. I love to lean. This right here is a good pose to take with your body. I love to be somewhere watching, drinking a drink, as someone else takes care of what needs taking care of. So maybe you’ll believe that I’m not trying to be melodramatic when I say that I liked the old kitchen better. The old kitchen was better. If Sister were here, I think she would agree with me. It’s about aesthetics. The old kitchen floor looked like an afghan—with dark brown and red and yellow squares and triangles that made the shape of flowers. And maybe it makes me cry a little thinking about it, but I’d like you to see this kitchen and not have a similar reaction. Those colors. And the light! Sure, there was less of it, but that yellow was so real. And the space was contained. The new kitchen was open, but there was no longer a place for the beat-up wooden table with the flaps that went out to the side. Mom always yelled at us not to lean on them. The cabinets had been dark brown wood, nearly black, with shabby metal handles like old barrettes. Somewhere there’s a photograph of Sister sitting tucked in one of the cabinets below the sink. She was one or two and had these huge cheeks. Her silky hair would stick straight up when she was little until it became long enough to flatten out and fall. She’s wearing fuzzy red footy pajamas, playing with pots and pans, with the door half-open. She just liked being in there! Mom would say. I’ve never wanted to have children, but I’ve thought that I would have Sister as a child or myself as a child. Or both. I would raise her or them or us. I’d haul her up on my hip or walk with her at the end of my hand stretched down. Maybe we would be in the old version of the house. Or an old house on the way out of town. Out where Widows Road turns to gravel. Time would pass in isolated moments that don’t indicate very much. You know what I mean.

Some years after the kitchen came the downstairs bathroom, which Stepdad handled himself, including installing a toilet so tall that my feet barely touched the floor when I sat on it, even as a teenager, but which, he assured us, fit him perfectly. He would talk of the toilet with the same pride he would about his truck and his grills and the meat he cooked on the grills and a series of increasingly complex coffee makers (in which he brewed coffee so weak as to render their complexity moot) and his motorcycle and motorcycles in general and, inexplicably, a trio of globes. He announced their purchase with the sense of weary, hard-won accomplishment one might see in community organizers or activists, when they understand a milestone has been reached but the fight is far from over.

But before all this, before the garage and the kitchen and the bathroom, came his room. Almost immediately after moving in he took over what had once been Dad’s darkroom in the basement. I scarcely remember him using it. All that was left were a few bare red bulbs jutting horizontally from sockets near the top of the low ceiling and pieces of masking tape over the light switches. They were black switches in black rectangular fixtures that gave a lot more resistance than contemporary switches. He’d written on the tape in black marker, Do not switch, or, simply, No. After Dad left, the room had become a catchall. The ironing board was in there, along with a television and VCR. Mom would play this one workout tape down there that came with a ridged boxy platform you were supposed to step on and off of over and over for forty-five minutes. Still the best workout, she would say whenever it was brought up, long after she’d stopped using it.

Mom and Stepdad laid down a black-and-red Persian rug, put a puffy black leather recliner in front of the television, plugged in a space heater, and deemed it Stepdad’s Room. Sister and I were not to enter Stepdad’s Room, but we did, separately and never when he was at home—either because we wanted to get away from each other, because we’d been told not to, or because of some unrecognized anger over him being in the house at all, to say nothing of him having his own room in addition to the bedroom he shared with Mom and the recliner he occupied upstairs. Some years later, after Sister and I were out of the house, the room would go through yet another transformation. Shiny fake wood flooring was put down, white beadboard, running halfway up the wall, was tacked in, and a pool table was placed in the middle of the room, and in one crowded corner they hung a dartboard. Whenever we visited, Stepdad would invite us down to play. He spoke of the room with quiet reverence, as though he had at last secured the refuge he had long needed but never gotten. Sometimes I would acquiesce, but more often than not I’d wait for someone else to take him up on his offer. At a certain point, I felt strange accepting hospitality from him. We’d played once, sometime in my early teens, on the table in my cousins’ basement. Stepdad had been trying to teach me about the angles and he said, You’ll put yourself through college. He said this with a gravity that appeared to pain him. It hurt him to make such a proclamation, because it hurt him to speak so plain a truth. It seems impossible that he ever made similar declarations to Sister. I was more susceptible to suggestion, especially if it looked like flattery. I could see the way it pleased both him and Mom when I took whatever he offered, in part because Sister was so difficult. But I found my own way of rebelling, even if I didn’t know it for what it was, even if it was only sometimes watching television in a room designated as his. Most of the time, I didn’t go in. I regarded the room from its open doorway, the chair’s back to me.

One day, some winter day, some weekend, some particular moment I will never fully place, Stepdad came home and disappeared into the basement. He came back upstairs, dropped a glass or plate or knife into the sink, loud enough to make Sister and me turn from where we sat in the living room, and said to Mom—at the counter making a list or balancing the checkbook—They left my heater on.

What’s that?

They left the heater on.

What are you talking about?

They went into my room, they turned the heater on, and they didn’t turn it off.

Did you leave it on?

Absolutely not.

Are you sure?

They’re trying to burn the whole damn house down.

His voice—it was confusing. I thought at first he was kidding. His anger didn’t match what had supposedly triggered it. It was like stepping out onto a street where there is a great clamor and not being able to tell immediately what the noise is, where it’s coming from, and what mood it’s making.

I won’t live like this, he said.

What?

They’re trying to kill me.

Honey.

You need to discipline those girls.

Even if they left it on, I’m sure it was an accident. They know not to go down there.

He shook his head.

Girls, Mom called to us, swiveling on the stool. Our heads popped up like rabbits’, as though we’d only now heard what was being discussed in the kitchen just twelve feet away across the dining room. Did either of you leave the heater on in his room?

We shook our heads.

Have you gone down there?

We both shook our heads, knowing full well that the other had spent significant time down there under the huge fleece blanket, cupped by the leather recliner, a softer, more beat-up version of the one Stepdad assigned himself upstairs.

Mom turned back around to him.

Bullshit, he said. He shoved himself off of the counter and went into their bedroom. Mom sighed, and Sister and I looked back down at our books or at the television or at whatever it was we were doing, frozen in poses that we assumed appeared very natural.

Stepdad came out of their bedroom with a duffel bag in one hand, keys in the other. I’ll be at the motel on Water, he told Mom.

What?

I’m not gonna be lied to, he said. I know those little bitches did it. And then I heard his steps on the back stairs and the door open and close. Through the sliding glass door, I watched his dark outline make its way through the yard and into the garage. Then his truck was backing out, turning, stopping, and driving away.

Mom’s back was to us. She was still seated. I went back to reading, but then I heard the stool scraping against the floor and glass breaking, and when Sister and I came into the kitchen, Mom was kneeling down to pick up shards of a water jar. Stacking the pieces in her palm, she said into the floor, How about a frozen pizza for dinner.

However Mom and Stepdad resolved this, it took place offstage, because I never heard of it again. We just got the same reminders, more pointed now, to not ever enter the room, to not ever turn the heater on in the room we were not ever to enter, and to be sure to turn off the heater, which we were not ever to turn on, whenever we entered the room we were not ever to enter.

Another blank afternoon after school, the television lighting the living room, either Jeopardy! or the early evening news or some syndicated sitcom that would precede the not-yet-syndicated sitcoms to come later in the evening, I was alone, and I was in his chair. He came home and it sounded the way it always did: the opening and closing of the back door, the opening and closing of the refrigerator, the opening of a bottle of beer. I stayed in the chair. Normally, seeing me in the chair, he’d stand before me, say my name, and wait for me to remove myself. It was only ever me who sat there, because Mom knew better, and Sister, when she would grace us with her presence, wouldn’t sit in the chair so as not to betray that she wanted to sit in the chair and so as not to suffer the indignity of having to get out of the chair. That day he sat down on the couch, pitched forward, elbows on knees, and drank his beer. This is maybe as good a time as any to note that my stepdad did not often drink to excess—he was a one-or-two-beers-after-work kind of guy. On the occasion he did drink more, usually with friends, it was accompanied by a leavening in his manner. Quicker, louder laughter. An overall loosening. It was the kind of drunk one is after, which makes it difficult for me to imagine, despite his leaden presence in those years, that there was a whole lot that would have weighed especially heavy on his mind. For whatever reason, before he’d gotten home, I had scooted the recliner up close to the television so that I was no more than a foot or so away. I could feel its static fuzz on my arm hair. When he came in, I didn’t want to move, though I knew I was doing something wrong. We watched in silence. A commercial break came, and with it the inaudible sigh that happens when two people know it’s time to talk to one another. He said my name from the couch behind me. I didn’t want to react, not immediately. He said my name again and then, Move the chair back. I took a breath, then without looking at him, I started doing this thing where I got the chair rocking, and in a movement that would usually only be useful in scooting a chair like that forward, I was able to slide it backward a half inch at a time.

He said my name again.

I kept sliding the chair back, lost in my agitated rhythm. My eyes were fixed ahead and my hands gripped the hand rests.

First came the sound of his bottle sliding on the side table, then he was up, his hand was around my wrist, and I was across the room on the floor, my back hitting the wall, the air knocked out of the room. He turned and pushed the chair back to its place, picked up his beer, and sat down. He fished the remote out and started clicking around.

If I was hurt, it would have proved something I otherwise couldn’t have. Instead what I registered most was how strange it was to have been one place and then find myself in another with no transition. Like a skip in a film reel, a mistake of continuity. I can’t remember what happened next. I can never remember what happened next. I might have gotten up and sat on the couch. I didn’t know how to respond without anyone else there, without Sister’s reaction becoming my reaction, or her reaction becoming something I could jump off of. I might have gotten up and sat on the couch as though nothing had happened, and then, after enough time had passed, gotten up, and gone upstairs to my room, so that it would seem that me removing myself had nothing to do with what had just happened. Either way, I eventually did that. I went upstairs and waited for Mom to come home. She was either at work or some volunteer project. Here you can work for money or you can work for free. Watch TV or go to a bar. There’s not much else. I waited for Mom to come home and for something to happen. I assumed Stepdad would have said something to her, but he didn’t, and neither did I. I didn’t tell Mom, and afterward so many days unfolded without incident or without memory of them, in any case, that it then became a thing I would never say. More than anything, I’m troubled by the rough edges—what came before and what came after—and why it is I can’t have those too.

Immediately behind or beneath this story that I never told her, I can hear Mom saying, Oh, it wasn’t that bad. Or, Well, why didn’t you say something? Or, with a huff, I guess I’m a terrible mother. That was her response to any criticism, no matter how small, like the time Sister and I accused her of being stingy with the air-conditioning once we finally got it. I guess I’m a terrible mother. And, sure, maybe I’m cherry-picking here. Nothing is only ever one way. We did have some nice times together. For example, Stepdad made pork chops for me on my birthday—at my request, and on more than one occasion. And sometimes we’d all play cards, poker usually, with chips but no money, and if we ever accidently flipped a card or let the bottom of the deck show, he’d say, That kind of thing will get you shot downtown. But I’m also the only one telling this story. There was only so much I could record on my own. Still, I don’t want to portray him as so simple. Clichés are worse monsters. Besides, it’s more convincing if I tell you everything.

One example: He introduced Sister and Mom and me to Mexican food. Not the kind white Midwestern people make. No offense—we made tacos from a box too. Stepdad was a Southern hick who brought into our home guacamole and Chihuahua cheese and refried beans and Sazón rice—that shade of orange is something else—and so it must have felt like serendipity when the Mexican diner opened up in town soon after he entered our lives. It was in a choice spot tucked behind the liquor store in the same strip as the good grocery store, gas station, and the hardware. Maybe you remember when it opened. The location lent quick legitimacy to the enterprise, and it would not have been long between us learning of the diner’s existence and Stepdad assembling us to drive the six blocks over.

Did we dress up? In my mind, Stepdad was wearing a tweed sports jacket with a white Oxford shirt, his collar left unbuttoned to allow the bed of his chest hair the free flow of air it did not usually get. He looked gentlemanly, easy in his good dress, despite usually wearing jeans or overalls. Mom, who never enjoyed wearing dresses or skirts, chose a pair of slacks and some kind of blouse, black probably and of a synthetic fabric. A cowl neck. Sister and I were in a pair of matching dresses, not unlike the ones we wore for Mom and Stepdad’s wedding: cotton, mid-length, a flower print. The clothes made us all sit up straighter, regard ourselves a bit more than we usually did.

Okay, that’s wrong. We didn’t look like that. It just felt like we did. We would have worn jeans and slightly nicer than usual tops. Either way, there we were, the four of us in a neat square in the otherwise empty dining room of the restaurant. How was it decorated? I don’t know. Little may have changed from whatever it had been before. That deep-brown carpeting. The same wooded paneling popular in supper clubs up north. Stained-glass lighting fixtures that descended from looped chains over every table. Wooden chairs on brass rollers with curved backs padded with red vinyl cushioning and studded with gold tacks. Our backs were up, our heads were down. Delight and trepidation coursed through us over not knowing what anything on the menu was, apart from tacos, quesadillas, and salsa. We were excited and nervous, 75 percent Midwestern and 100 percent white.

The thing that happened that makes this story more Stepdad’s than anyone else’s, and why I present it as an example of a good time, is that a man in a white collared shirt and black dress pants, and, I believe, a thick, well-manicured mustache, a real bigote, approached our table and touched Stepdad’s shoulder, prompting him to turn and the two men to shake hands. The world considered Stepdad our de facto leader, this man among women, even though Mom, Sister, and I, bound by blood as we were, had a deeper and more ongoing claim to each other, and should have been considered stronger for it. Besides, anybody could very well see that Stepdad did not belong to us bodily. He was tall and slow-moving, whereas Mom was Midwestern slim, and Sister and I, in part because of Dad, had the athletic swiftness of a couple of quick-witted Polacks, never comfortable in one place for too long, though it should be said that our general attitude when we were with Mom and Stepdad—Sister and me forming our own smaller unit within the larger one, which certainly affected our posture and how often our eyes found themselves rolling upward—was one giant whatever. So, yes, here is the waiter shaking my stepdad’s hand, except the handshake soon evolves into a series of hand slaps, knocked fists, and wrist-holds I’d never seen anyone do, let alone Stepdad. The two of them demonstrate a quick, ragged ease. Their skill and coordination was mesmerizing, like a double dutch routine, each element its own discrete thing yet undeniably part of a unified whole, the goal of which was to keep it going. And they did. It went on for some time—the slaps, the snaps, the holds, the bumps—a span that would grow longer and longer with each of Mom’s tellings, so much so that in one version the handshake is surely still going to this day.

But in this version it must come to an end. The waiter slaps my stepdad on the back and the two of them laugh, as though to congratulate themselves for being men and for having hands.

Bienvenidos. Welcome to my restaurant, the owner said, now opening himself up to Sister and Mom and me. Can I get you something to drink? We ordered a Diet Coke, a Mexican beer, and whatever Sister and I were drinking in those days.

And how about some guacamole for the table? the owner asked.

Stepdad nodded slowly. Yes, guacamole, he said with a grave, proprietary air.

Do you know him? Mom asked when the owner left, her voice a mix of anxiety and elation.

No! Stepdad replied.

And that was that. We’d return several times, the owner greeting Stepdad as warmly as the first, albeit with the handshakes now truncated. Stepdad would wave his limited Spanish around like a passport, Mom would blush at being so prominently welcomed into a circle of intimacy, and from some hardworking immigrants no less, and Sister and I would stuff ourselves with chips and salsa, which we still couldn’t believe came with the meal. And so we were all disappointed, but maybe no one more than Stepdad, when the restaurant, for reasons I can’t remember or never knew, closed its doors and the family left town. It reinforced something Sister and I knew instinctually, Mom and Stepdad more plainly, which is that this was a town where good things didn’t come to stay. If something good did come, the town couldn’t handle it. It treated the thing with suspicion above all else, then dismissed it. I have, here and elsewhere, observed women who, long ignored or mistreated or worse by their husbands or boyfriends, will, upon finding a door being opened for them, any soft gesture passed their way by another man, roll their eyes and suggest there is something wrong with the person extending the kindness, like he’s less of a man for doing so.

Where am I going to get my chiles rellenos now? Stepdad moaned in the aw-shucks voice he used when he thought we were all listening.

There was tenderness in him, displayed at odd, unexpected times, and never quite when you wanted it. One night, after showering, I came out of the bathroom wet, a towel around me, and asked Mom, in her gliding chair beside Stepdad’s recliner, if she would brush my hair. It was still long at that point, in my earliest pubescent years, thick and wavy and prone to complicated tangling. The television would have been on, Stepdad with the paper, a magazine on Mom’s lap.

Honey, I’m tired.

Please, I would have whined, or put forth a Mom-uh, in the high-pitched voice that Sister and I saved for requests we felt sure would not be granted.

Are you gonna scratch my back? When’s the last time you did that?

After the divorce Mom would pay Sister and me a quarter and later fifty cents each for back scratches, either with our nails or an old hairbrush whose wire bristles had long lost their plastic tips, resulting in a far more severe and satisfying rendition on the skin.

Maybe if you ask someone nicely he’ll do it for you.

I can’t remember just what her smile would have looked like with the delivery of this line, but it would have been close to disgusting. She grew damn near lewd whenever she got Stepdad to do nice things for us, gushing at his affection like someone might a toddler petting a baby animal. People think the scene is extraordinary because the kid somehow understands how vulnerable the bunny or kitten or chick is and because his tenderness contradicts what they assume is the kid’s natural instinct, which is to crush the damn thing. Needless to say, I wasn’t ready for Mom’s bait and switch. I also wasn’t skilled yet in denying, from anyone, but men especially, the uncomfortable offer of a kind act. That night I would have paused and made a face, a face that said, Oh, well, that’s okay, I don’t know.

Before I could do anything, Stepdad opened up his hand, and I placed the brush there, then sat down on the floor before him.

I’m not exactly sure how to do it, he said.

Just start at the bottom, Mom said.

He worked cautiously, using his free hand to smooth where he’d just brushed. He started at the bottom and worked his way up and I fell into a lull. The bristles cut through to my scalp and neck and down along my back, to places at the ends of my long hair where I wasn’t able to reach.

You just tell me when it’s all good, he said after a time.

Oh, well, she won’t tell you that, Mom said. She wants you to keep going!

Stepdad laughed, and I knew without looking it was his laugh where he closed his eyes and threw his head back. The funnier the thing was to him, the longer he inhaled before letting it go. We didn’t seek this laughter out, but we all exhaled when it came.

These stories shouldn’t come one after the other. Space heater, chair, restaurant, hair. They should lie on top of each other like transparencies, like a stack of projector slides, to be taken in all at once, because I’m afraid whatever story you hear last will be the one you most take with you. I’m not trying to make an argument here. You can think what you like. I’m just trying to show the way it was. He wasn’t always frightening, but the threat of his anger went out ahead of him, one or two steps beyond what was comfortable, like a dog straining against its leash. He never hit us, but I was afraid he might, or rather, I would not have been surprised if he did.

I was sometimes nervous for our dog. Around this time, we had taken to calling her Pretty, instead of her original name, because she was so pretty and we loved her so much, so much that Sister and I started calling all dogs pretties. Oh, look at that pretty, we’d say. Did you see that pretty? Pretty, our pretty, loved and obeyed Stepdad more than Sister or Mom or me, the three people who walked and fed and brushed her, pulling huge weightless tufts of hair from her coat and lifting them into the breeze from the front porch. Sister and I picked up her endless piles of shit, which accumulated over weeks in the backyard, to the point where we wouldn’t walk through the grass to get from the garage to the house, but would instead skirt the edge and use the sidewalk, Sister and me fighting over whose turn it was to scoop it all up with a long, clawed metal tool. But Pretty would still follow his commands over ours, wag her tail harder when he came home, and sit before him at the foot of his chair. Whether it was his deep voice or height or something else that gave him this sway over her, we didn’t know. Or maybe we knew: He didn’t seek her love, and she was neurotic and beautiful. She was scared of squirrels, rabbits, and even, or especially, the hamsters Sister and I kept for a time, one cage in each of our bedrooms. They would periodically escape, only to be found months later, having created a nest in some crevice in the basement filled with chewed-up cardboard and old detergent bottles. When any of the hamsters approached, Pretty would seize up, stock-still, keeping them exactly in her periphery, looking neither directly at nor completely away from them. Her anxious eyes would be accompanied by an airy, high-pitched whine. Oh, you’re pathetic, we’d say. You’re so pathetic, we’d tell her, then kiss her nose.

Yes, it would seem that whichever story I end with is the one I’d most like to leave in your mind. I remember Stepdad once pulling my dinner from the garbage. I’d left uneaten pieces of steak in my napkin because they were lined with too much fat. This is all good, he said, showing it to me, and I’m tempted here to say he made me eat it. That he said, You’re not done, and that he wouldn’t let me go to my room until I’d swallowed the cold, chewy meat. But he was the one who ate it, biting away what he deemed good from the strips of sinew, while I watched, disgusted. He’d tell us, in various asides, about how poor he was growing up. How he shared a bed with his brothers and sisters, whose exact number I never got straight. Some of them had already died and would keep dying throughout the time I knew him. He’d tell us how he went without shoes in his earliest years. How the winters were freezing cold, the summers unbearably hot. I had never seen myself as particularly lucky. Sister and I got everything we needed with regard to food and shelter, but I was constantly aware of what I wanted but did not get. Vacations to theme parks, new clothes, manicures, summer camps. When Stepdad told us of his poverty, of his father dying when he was a boy, I might have taken a lesson from it, if only he weren’t offering up such stories for that exact purpose. We must have seemed like brats to him—with our separate bedrooms and pouty opinions about food. He thought Sister was lazy and should have gotten a job when she turned thirteen. She did the next summer, getting up at four in the morning to ride on a bus with Mexican migrants and other teenagers out to the area’s fields to detassel corn. I knew she wasn’t acquiescing to him. She just wanted to make money and get out of the house. Oh, it’s tangled. Whatever lightness he created was weighed down by a nameless anxiety. Or whatever anxiety he created was tempered by his lightness. Once he ripped me from a chair and some days later he sat me down in front of it to brush my hair with a tenderness I couldn’t remember having experienced before. Dad rarely touched us.

After Stepdad finished brushing my hair, he said, All right, and handed the brush to me, but not before placing a hand on my shoulder and kissing me on the top of my wet head. So it went for some years, every other night, every couple nights. Me with my towel and my brush, my silent entreaty. I didn’t like this about myself, that I was hungry for it. I did not feel comfortable. Sometimes I’d still ask Mom to do it, and sometimes she would. I don’t know when it changed, early high school probably, but Mom stirred it up every once in a while. Oh, and when he used to brush your hair, she’d say. It was the closest she ever came to swooning, in that she did swoon. I grew embarrassed and hardened against her wistfulness, because she never acknowledged anything else. There were only so many things she was willing to remember.
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Stepdad was in the house and I had let him brush my hair. Sometimes Mom made dinner and I made a salad with iceberg lettuce and carrot disks and shredded cheddar. I put so much bottled Italian dressing on mine that I’d start to sweat eating it. Stepdad turned off the television and the three of us ate under the warm light of the dining room and sometimes we put music on the stereo—classical piano compilations or whatever adult contemporary thing with banjo and fiddle Mom and Stepdad liked. Sister made herself scarce. She had gotten in on the ground floor of hating him, almost exclusively by pretending he didn’t exist, and she made a point of it once she got her license. She performed a circuit of parking her car on the street, coming in the back door and through the kitchen, then walking straight upstairs, avoiding the rest of the house.

The upstairs was, and I suppose still is, a tight square with sloped ceilings. The living room takes up the full width. In one corner, near the door to Sister’s bedroom, we’d shoved a television on a wooden stand. We put the video game console inside it, and in front of that a love seat and a rocker. On the other side of the room was a long table Stepdad had built from an old door and a few sawhorses. Mom laid out her craft supplies on top: a sewing machine, sometimes multiple sewing machines, squared stacks of fabric, old sweaters for felting, a hot-glue gun. The other half of the floor was halved again: on one side, the bathroom and then my bedroom, which used to be the old apartment’s kitchen, and on the other side, Sister’s room, with a door separating hers from mine. There was an odd thing with that door, something having to do with the air pressure: If I ever opened my door with anything resembling speed, the middle door would suck shut. And if I ever closed my door with anything resembling speed, the middle door would click open into Sister’s room, and vice versa with her door.

All the doorknobs were crystal with soft, beveled edges, and they were always falling off: The bathroom door, front and back. My door, front and back. The middle door, front and back. Sister’s door, front and back. They thudded dully on the hardwood floors and made a few awkward rolls before we picked them up and reassembled them on their ridged metal rods, knowing that we weren’t fixing them, that nothing actually held them in place, and that the problem would only continue, since neither Mom nor Stepdad ever made any moves to remedy the problem, though Mom got on us about the noise. This was aimed at me in particular since my bedroom was right above theirs. We could hear you moving around last night, Mom would say. Opening and closing drawers. What are you doing up there? I’d started staying up late for no reason. Dicking around with something or other—writing poems or putting together nutty outfits I was too insecure to wear to school. Or, and this was the thing that took up most of my late hours, decoupaging an old kitchen stool with photos I cut out of music magazines. I dedicated a corner of my room to the project. For reasons that go beyond my understanding, I kept at it for something like three years. I had no idea why I was doing it, I still don’t—I didn’t need a stool and didn’t plan on sitting on it once I was done—but once the project began, it became The Project. It was not to be rushed. I went at it with the same plodding determination you see in old men erecting ships in bottles or mowing huge lawns with push mowers. Except the end for me was unclear. The chair didn’t have much surface area, but even after I covered it, I continued to fuss with it, pasting on more and more flimsy cutouts of men with long hair and tight pants and women with dark hair and dark eyes and guitars everywhere. None of it added up to much of anything, only this accumulation of images, all chosen by me, all arranged in a way that pleased me. It filled my hours. It pulled me from one moment to the next. I wouldn’t mind seeing it now. I like looking at old pictures of myself. I enjoy the shame stirred up by my blatant vulnerability. In early high school, my bangs looped down in an earnest C above my unplucked brows. I wore pleated khakis and boxy button-ups and off-brand tennis shoes. In the mildest of improvements around my senior year, I embarked on a bohemian phase that would last through college. None of it was good. Some of it was okay. I was never quite in line with any prevailing fashion, but occasionally I landed on something that passed as outsider individualism.

At night working on The Project, I had little sense of Sister in the next room. The more I sank into it, the less I felt her there. I thought about Mom and Stepdad below me but never softened my steps. It wasn’t something I worried about. If I did, it made The Project seem even more important because I was laboring under their persecution. They didn’t want me to do it! I had to do it quietly, secretly. I kept it to myself. Nobody asked and I wasn’t telling.

I treaded lightly with Sister during the day. Any noise, any disturbance of the quiet anger she was working on was a nice excuse for her to tell me to shut the hell up or look at me in a way that indicated she would be a whole lot happier if I made a swift exit from the room she was in and into nonexistence. She held silent ownership over the upstairs living room and its rocker, a scratchy blue thing that had belonged to our grandparents. When Pretty was a puppy, she had gnawed on one of its corners, exposing the stuffing and the wood, now splintered, of the frame beneath. I was in the chair one afternoon after school. The television was playing some rerun of a show in which high school students who wore very tight or very loose neon clothing got into wacky trouble, trouble to be solved within its twenty-two-minute runtime. Sometimes, if the trouble was more troublesome, the episode would freeze at the end, somewhere in the middle of the action—a baggie of unnamed pills or powder falling out of a locker, a gun stashed in a bedside drawer—and that’s when the text would appear. The show would become aware of itself, and it would announce its awareness to the viewer in white square lettering, sometimes with an ellipsis, sometimes a period, sometimes no punctuation whatsoever: To be continued. The troubles were too big for a single episode, so the troubles had to be continued. They spilled into the overflow room of troubles. But we couldn’t always continue as viewers. The following afternoon we had a game or practice or our jobs, and were denied the resolution promised to us, even though we’d already seen every single episode, already seen each storyline played out. But the order of events was less important than the tone the whole world created, which more or less amounted to no one important ever dying, only a pet or a great-uncle or, at worst, a favorite teacher who was already pretty old anyway. I was upstairs watching one of those episodes that would be or had already been continued. Or I was downstairs at the kitchen counter doing my homework, and it was on in the living room behind me, and it was one of those episodes where the troubles weren’t too troublesome to begin with actually. It doesn’t matter. This didn’t quite happen. Something like this happened. Sister came in through the back door and then stopped there in the kitchen or went all the way upstairs to where I was in front of the television. We didn’t greet each other. I looked at her, and she went about her business. She pulled a string cheese from the refrigerator or sat on the love seat next to me in the blue chair or went straight into her bedroom and closed the door behind her. Downstairs, I had my math textbook open, a couple sheets of lined loose-leaf spread out on the counter. She put her stuff on the dining room table behind me. She opened her backpack and got out her own textbook and notebook. I set down my pencil on the counter, because I was thinking or I had gotten up to get a pop from the case we kept at the top of the stairs leading down into the basement. The ice cubes from the machine were long and curved like mastless boats. I wasn’t paying attention and she took my pencil from the counter, or she took the remote next to me on the couch and changed the channel.

I had this tendency where whenever I felt wronged, my response would correspond to around fifty times the severity of the original slight. I couldn’t think of what was equal, let alone only slightly stronger, so I went with my instincts, which was to wildly escalate things, rather than reciprocating the initial move. It would be like firebombing an enemy’s house after they slug you in the shoulder. I never did it on purpose. I simply could not calibrate. Once, when I was nine or ten, Sister and I were wrestling on the floor and she tickled me so hard and for so long that I peed my pants. I got up, went into the bathroom, took off my underwear, came back into the living room, where Sister was still on the floor, and dropped them on her face. It might have seemed like I was overreacting, but my responses always felt merited, the definition of poetic justice, because I was never responding just to what had provoked me, but to so many incidents, large and small. I was responding to all the times I’d been affronted or slighted or ignored that I hadn’t reacted to before. The math made sense to me. Plus, my way was more efficient. If Sister were here, she would say that I was an instigator, that these stories never started with her, but that I did something to annoy her first, to egg her on, and maybe this was sometimes true, maybe she is right about that, but I don’t remember it that way. Like I said, the beginnings and endings are shaved off. All I have is the middle. Hey, I said. That’s mine. I was watching that. Her head was still, pointed down or straight ahead. The outline of her cheeks and jaw both firmed up and blurred, became her own and anyone’s cheeks and jaw. Her choppy brown bob, parted far to one side, grew unremarkable, galling. She was the queen of calm indifference. She gave none of my infuriation back to me. You’re such a bitch, I said. I stood up and said, Give it back to me, and she said no. I was using that, I said, I was watching that. Her face was blank. Give it to me, I said. She looked down and tapped it on her book, she clicked through, eyes dulled, head tilted as though bored. I sat down and started crying. At first it was quiet, then it got away from me. I began to make some unfortunate noises. You’re such a baby, she said. I stood up again and tried to wrench it from her hand, but she held on to it, smirking now, so I yelled tightly, Give it back to me. My anger was pounded down into a cube. I couldn’t wrench it from her hand, I wrenched it from her hand and threw it at her, then she threw it at me, then I picked up the phone and called Mom at the clinic across town, who said, I’m almost done, and she picked it up and threw it at me, and I picked it up and threw it at her, and she picked it up and threw it at me until the remote broke into pieces and I stabbed her in the arm with the pencil and she said, You stupid bitch, and Mom said to Sister, Go to your room, and she huffed away and slammed her bedroom door, and I sobbed, I never want to be like her, and Mom hugged me, and petted my hair and said, You won’t be, or, You don’t have to be, or, I know. Mom said to Sister’s closed door, Remember when you girls loved each other? Then to me: When you prayed in the back seat of the car when she fell into the coals? You’re grounded for a week, Mom said to the door. By then the television was showing a different episode. I’d already seen that one too, and if I was expecting something in the story to surprise me, nothing did, I don’t think it did, things just kept going.

A few days later Mom and I watched Sister walk out the back door and get into her car and drive away. I hated her and wondered why she acted the way she did. Stepdad sat in his chair and turned a page. He didn’t know what was going on. Mom remained mystified—She took your pencil? If there was some explanation for how and why our fighting grew so big over something so small, beyond us being teenage girls, she was not getting there. She grounded Sister before Stepdad came home and later watched her leave the house.

I don’t know what it’s like for you to live here. To grow up somewhere and still live there and not have a knife to cut through your years: Going away. Coming back. How else do you track time? How do you break it up and make it seem less ongoing. Coming back has been strange. I’m banging against a past self. Strange, too, to pay rent on a house you grew up in. The tenants I had to coax out left their smell on the place—cigarette smoke and apple-scented candles—but I did the best I could when I arrived to make it seem like nobody had ever been there.
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Coming back to Island City, I was hoping to release myself from the wider world’s systems. Any and all schemes and cycles. Unplug myself from the apparatus. I quit my job, I got rid of all my crap. My phone, debit card, health insurance, even my train pass—I didn’t, I don’t, want my name on anything anymore. Cash feels good in your hand. After this, I’m getting out for good. There isn’t anything I want to be a part of. That’s why it’s so difficult to be reminded that I’m still earthbound. It would appear, for the time being at least, I’m still a seaworthy vessel whose hulls are knocked every month, every couple of months, to assure it can be taken out of the harbor if need be. I’d rather be decommissioned, blown up right and good. But today is not that day, it seems. What I’m saying is I’ve gotten my period. I’ve taken care of it, but I will say that the ladies’ bathroom is a bit of a mess. Not my doing. Just a comment about something that you, sir, might look into or have looked into. I don’t know who handles what around here.

I’ve always had irregular periods. I used to announce them to new sexual partners with the same pride I would the fact that I have a tilted uterus. I treated the latter like a parlor trick. Can you tell? I’d ask either during or immediately after a man had had the opportunity to find out. Not really, he’d answer, above me, biting his lip and looking somewhere just past my shoulder. Or if he was a kind man, Kind of? Which direction? Okay, yeah, I see, he’d say. What does it mean? Well, nothing, I’d reply. They used to think it meant it was harder for you to get pregnant. But not anymore? No. But it is tilted, I’d say. No one was impressed, and let me say that you’re not doing a great job of hiding the fact that you aren’t either. Listen, if you want me to tell this story, you have to hear all of it.

I’m not convinced that it isn’t written somewhere that daughters of divorced mothers and fathers must experience their first periods alone with their dads as a kind of preview of so many of life’s uncomfortably feminine experiences and how they should handle them, namely, by hiding them away—partly out of their own embarrassment, but mostly to keep it from their dads, so as not to trouble them with the distressing reality of their daughters’ foreign bodies. I know things are changing, and in some pockets have already changed—maybe not here. I don’t want to assume, but I’m going to assume. But in some places dads are expected to not only do their daughters’ hair and dress their daughters and feed their daughters but also worry over and purchase products related to reining in their bodies’ processes. But that was not the case for Dad and Sister and me. If, for whatever reason, periods were inadvertently mentioned in Dad’s presence, he would take the opportunity to tell us how he’d learned from his cop friend that cops—and not just lady cops, mind you—kept tampons in their cruisers’ glove compartments to staunch the flow of blood in case of an injury in the field. It’s because they’re so absorbent, Dad would explain with twinkling eyes. That was one of his favorite little tips.

My first time was fairly uneventful. One weekend morning at Dad’s house, I woke up to a mild disturbance, took a look, and did what I had to do to take care of it. Sister made a production of it her first time around. It was on one of our last summer camping trips with Dad. We were driving in his truck from one state to the next, somewhere in a mountainous time zone, and Sister began experiencing some rather debilitating cramps, insisting she lie down in the covered back, where Dad had placed the heaviest futon known to man. We pretended we were in the back of an ambulance and she was dying. Dad was the driver, I was the EMT, Sister the afflicted. The truck cab was wheezy and rattling. At one stop, I wet a brown paper towel in a gas station bathroom and placed it above her brow. She pretended several times to pass out. I pantomimed CPR, while she rolled her eyes into the back of her head. Her ailment remained mysterious until another stop, when she came out of the bathroom and flatly announced to me, It’s my period. She said it with such bored disdain that I couldn’t imagine it was her first. By then I’d seen several episodes of television on the topic that ran, more or less, monthly throughout my childhood. And that year I’d received a hasty education one afternoon in fifth grade when the girls and boys were divided into two rooms. The girls were told of their upcoming moon cycles, the boys their current or imminent incessant erections, with neither group being told what was happening with the other. I was sent home with a glossy white plastic bag that contained a few pads and panty liners and a lavender-colored pamphlet on puberty, which I hid in the top drawer of the dresser in my closet and took out and reread so often that I memorized it. Yet somehow none of that information would translate into a practical application for my newly menstruating sister.

It would take her until the end of the day to put a plan into motion. By some miracle we stopped at a wayside motel rather than whatever campground Dad had had in his sights but not reached. Sister asked him for a ten and said she needed to go to the gas station across the street. Alone. If anything registered between Sister and me following this announcement, it was as subtle as one of our nods, the way movie spies will allow themselves eye contact right before implementing whatever covert mission they’ve spent months or years planning. I remember feeling impressed by her tact in getting done what needed to get done. Did I lose some of that respect just a few hours later when the motel toilet overflowed, causing Dad to try to unclog it with the business end of a nine iron before calling the motel’s facilities, because Sister had flushed her surfboard-sized sanitary napkin down the can instead of wrapping it in toilet paper and putting it in the garbage? I can’t say that I did. If anything it only increased my admiration for her, as she remained as silent as a corpse for the duration, the facilities manager coming and going so many times for tools and parts that we invited him in on our pizza order, ceding to his request for pepperoni even though we were more of a sausage family.

And she’d held on to Dad’s change.

When my turn came a few years later one weekend morning at Dad’s, I knew more or less what to do—shove some toilet paper in my underwear and wait until we got back to Mom’s. I wouldn’t be without my own period-related mishaps. The most memorable of these would come my first year in high school. I’ll tell you this story now, but I’d love a little something first. A tip in the tip jar, if you will. A drink.

When I was young, adolescent girls suffered, and I’m sure still suffer, a great many mundane indignities regarding their bodies, and I will say that Island City High School was as good as any at keeping them to a minimum. There were stocked metal dispensers, beat-up though they were, in the girls’ bathrooms, and nobody was forced to shower in front of anyone else after gym. But there were a few years when the freshman volleyball team was required to wear uniforms whose bottom halves were so skimpy and un-short-like as to be called buns. No lie. Buns. They were glorified underwear, these buns, nearly identical to the bloomers that the cheerleading squad wore, though theirs were worn beneath and in addition to their skirts. They were also similar to, and I’m not sure which comparison is worse, the enlarged underwear that parents will pull over their infants’ diapers while their children are still learning to walk. As you might imagine, the buns were cause for a great deal of distress among the freshmen who hadn’t made it onto the junior varsity team, whose uniforms were much more reasonable. But we freshmen, a dozen fourteen-year-old girls, were to play volleyball in what was essentially underwear in front of our parents, in front of strangers, but more importantly, in front of any male peers who chose to come watch. All of this was exacerbated and complicated by the fact that my period that month had come just in time for our first home game. I hadn’t yet graduated to tampons from pads, which were not remotely an option to wear with the buns.

I had a couple of hours to kill before the game, so I went home after school. I (mistakenly, in hindsight) told Sister and her best friend, who were also there killing time, of my predicament. They were on the varsity team and therefore not subject to buns.

Just wear a tampon, Sister said.

I’ve never worn one, I said.

Uch, pads are so gross, she said. I hate seeing the blood.

It smells like tar, her friend said.

Here, Sister said, leading me upstairs to the bathroom and digging under the sink to find a light tampon. Some of you may not be familiar with the different, how shall I say, gauges of tampons, but light tampons are the training wheels, the pinky finger of tampons. Sister closed me up in the bathroom with one such tampon and went back downstairs, but not before cornering me and trying to pop a pimple on my chin, which was nowhere close to ready. I pulled my pants down, sat on the toilet, and unwrapped the thing. I found the box under the sink and unfolded the instructions that came inside. If sitting on the toilet as one usually might didn’t work, the pamphlet suggested a second, far bolder stance, which involved standing up and propping a leg on a closed toilet seat or the rim of a bathtub. I felt light-headed looking at the thing’s tiny cotton head.

I sat down and made an initial, curious attempt. The dry poking was not precisely inviting.

How’s it going up there? Sister’s voice came up to me through the floor. This was around the time Stepdad was renovating the downstairs bathroom, and the demolition involved ripping some of the ceiling away, which, while enough of it remained intact to serve as a visual barrier, allowed more sound than one might like to pass through.

Not good, I said.

What’s the problem?

It hurts.

Just do it, she said.

I looked back at the diagram. I couldn’t match my body to the cartoon canal on the packaging, which reminded me of the cross-views of throats in cough syrup commercials. It looked too smooth and simple. I tried again and immediately stopped. It was definitely a case of getting too inside my own head, which I was apt to do in those days and all the days that followed. (I would, for example, only three years later, become so depressed and get so little sleep that I would hallucinate without the benefit of drugs, a truly strange experience, as it involved the CEO of a popular men’s department store telling me from the television, just after he’d delivered the store’s indelible tagline, that life wasn’t worth living anyway. But maybe that story’s best saved for later. It was the anyway that got me. Also his eyes were glowing red. But anyway.)

Well? Sister said.

I can’t, I replied.

Just do it!

I started crying. It began in my throat, nervous and syncopated, like hyperventilating but with tears that were, if I’m being honest, slightly manufactured or at least inflated.

Are you crying? Sister’s muffled voice asked.

No, I whined, but I was growing more and more upset, less, now, from the problem at hand than Sister’s insensitivity. I was sure I could perform, I just needed to be coaxed. I needed her to be nicer.

Another Just do it rose up to meet me, but this time from Sister’s friend. This was quickly followed by Sister repeating, Do it, and then it was both of them laugh-chanting, Do it, Do it, Do it, Do it, and then I was laugh-crying, and then they were clapping in unison, and then I said, I just can’t! which was met with booing, the creaking of floorboards, and, eventually, silence.

The funny thing is that now I can’t remember what my solution ended up being. I don’t know if I somehow found the courage to insert a piece of cotton whose circumference was only slightly larger than that of a golf pencil into the same orifice out of which many women push baby humans, sometimes rather large baby humans like I had been, or if I simply went without any protection for the ninety minutes I jumped and dove around one half of my high school gym, trusting my anxious body to seize up and halt any flow of blood for the duration. What I do remember, and I must admire their dedication to the bit, is Sister and her friend sitting in the stands, and during the occasional lull in the din, yelling out a straight-faced Just do it!

No, Sister didn’t lead me into womanhood so much as shove me into it. She was already out past the breakers treading water, rolling her eyes and saying, It’s not that bad. She would always be out ahead of me, for what might seem like obvious reasons, which sometimes helped, sometimes hindered. But we were at the height of our powers, feminine or otherwise, when we purposely or serendipitously teamed up, like the dozen or so times we, once we were both using them, flushed our tampons down the upstairs toilet, despite Mom telling us several times not to, as it caused Stepdad to toil in a literal stream of shit and used sanitary products in the basement to unclog the plumbing. I can’t speak for Sister, but for my part, the act was subconscious, an accident, albeit almost certainly in the Freudian sense. Whenever we were all out together, Stepdad would invariably receive comments from other men about his house full of women and just how hard that must be for him, just how hard it must be to have a house filled with a wife who cooked your dinner for you and two stepdaughters who, when they weren’t out of the house for school, practices, sports games, math meets, volunteer projects, or after-school and weekend jobs, were silently compliant to your mandates to get out of your chair, so much so that they intuitively disappeared upstairs mere minutes before your arrival home so as to preclude your even having to ask them, and who, if and when they, both straight A students, acted out, did so so secretly that even the other sister rarely knew about it. That the one drawback of a houseful of women that he did experience was one of the most stereotypically female was, to me, a bonus. I’m not sure how far I can or should extend the metaphor, except to say that you could see the plugging of the toilet as the staunching of our menstrual blood writ large, and that both Sister and I, long mandated, like all women and girls, to keep our periods and its products discreet, were rebelling in our own way, whether intentionally or not, by making them incredibly known to the man who, save for perhaps our very own father, wanted to know about them the least.



Sister got herself a series of boyfriends. I privately ranked them depending on how much attention they paid me. My favorite was a horny smart-ass with red hair and freckles. He played video games with me upstairs, which annoyed Sister. She and I sometimes had the same lunch period. We’d sit diagonally from each other in a square with each of our best friends—both of them bawdy, crude girls—the two of us never quite talking to the other. Sister would talk to my friend and her friend, and I would talk to her friend and mine. I caught her in glimpses. Shared volleyball practice. Basketball games. From opposite ends of the bus for math league. The halls during passing periods. There she was laughing. There she was head down, face serious in physics. There she was listening to the idiot boys in her class, eyebrows raised and a smirk on her face. I was somewhere behind her. I usually went unacknowledged, but every so often she’d look to see how much I’d noticed. Like after one volleyball game, when everyone drove to the fast-food restaurant across town—yes, the space-themed place with the thirty-foot statue of an astronaut out front. Standing within a loose mass of laughing teenagers, a boy in Sister’s class said to her, Please, please have sex with me, and pinched her side. She laughed and recoiled, swatting him away, then her smile fell as she glanced to see if I’d heard. I always found a way to look elsewhere. I was sexless, pre-sexless. I spent most of my weekends at the pizzeria I worked at down the street or with a group of dorky girls who were kind and sometimes sullen. We drank hard lemonade bought by someone’s older sister and rode bikes around the neighborhood. Once, during a long winter, I drove us in Mom’s station wagon out to an icy back road along a dead cornfield, and we took turns pulling a plastic, disk-shaped sled behind it, with one or two shrieking girls on top. At the time, only a few of them were partaking in sex or pre-sex, though we didn’t talk about it much. In the meantime we entertained ourselves. We performed a milder, insulated version of what we imagined the rest of our peers were up to. Drinking, driving around, making out with boys from school, watching movies. I spent a lot of time alone, wandering in and out of the dusty antique shops downtown, on the hunt for I don’t know what.

When Mom got off from work on time, she’d come to our games, sitting with our grandparents three-quarters up the bleachers, clapping and yelling out, Come on, Let’s go, wearing her scrubs or jeans and a purple sweatshirt with our school’s mascot on it, a white turtleneck beneath. Dad only showed up sometimes and made his presence very apparent when he did. He sat by himself in the front row and leaned forward on his knees like a celebrity basketball fan. Before admitting, after two years, that I didn’t have much to offer the sport of basketball and that my free time during the winter would be better spent watching TV or making money making pizza, every time a pass came to me, Dad would hiss, from five feet away, Shoot it! Shoot it! no matter how far out beyond the three-point line I was. As with so many of Dad’s bits, I’d shake my head and try not to laugh, mostly to keep from encouraging him, and get rid of the ball as quickly as possible, though sometimes I’d chuck it from my egregious distance. I found it difficult not to follow instructions. Softball would become my sport of choice. The outfield kept me away from the moment-to-moment action, though there was still the potential for drama and heroics, the occasional dive into the grass.

The Island City male uniform in those days was not so different from what it appears to be now—baseball caps and loose-fitting jeans, T-shirts and flannels, hands shoved into pockets. It made Dad an odd sight at our games. He wore vibrant, patterned sweaters or silky golf polos tucked into slacks. Partly by accident, partly by design, his sandy-blond hair stood straight up in a dry spike. His glasses were big, clunky tortoiseshell, and they made him the spitting image of a character, played by one of his favorite actors, who spends the two-hour runtime of a mediocre Hollywood film completely losing his shit. The movie came out when I was in middle school, and Dad liked when Sister and I made the comparison. (If we didn’t, he’d make it himself.) Respect is not a word that comes to mind when I think of my dad—it’s not that I didn’t respect him, it just wasn’t a prevailing feature of our relationship—but I respected him wearing those glasses in those years, because he had managed to find the small window in fashion when they were not hip. The glasses were once very hip, then a dormant decade passed, and then they were very hip again. Dad placed himself precisely between the two hipness valences, the same way he placed himself precisely between one stranger and another on the front row of the high school gymnasium bleachers to yell at his daughters, one of whom looked quite a bit like him and, by dint of the transitive property, an actor known for his sandy-blond hair, distinguished nose, and getting righteously angry at both men and women on screen, once while wearing rather thick tortoiseshell glasses.

Sister was more athletic than me. She wasn’t a flashy or powerful player, but a dependable, quiet leader. She was a point guard and setter. Her tenacity surprised me. She dove, she scrapped, she insisted. Once during a breakaway, as she was going for a layup, a girl on the other team fouled her so hard that she slammed into the back wall and fell to the floor. She got up, said she was fine, and only came out of the game a few plays later when her coach saw her dribbling with her left hand, her right dangling loosely. It was early in the season her senior year, and her broken wrist carried the heft of tragedy. When Dad came to our games, I sat with him and wondered what my classmates thought of this weird-looking guy they never saw around but who was clearly integral to my existence. It was incredible that so many of my peers thought Stepdad was my dad just because he lived with us. It made me realize they were all even dumber than I’d originally thought. If Stepdad and Dad were ever at the same game, they did a bang-up job of not seeing the other. For her part, Sister seemed unaware of the crowd, her face and body sharpened into a pointed aim. I could never figure out what motivated her, but I always preferred to watch her than play myself.





Part II






1


Now might be a good time for you to grab another drink or put some more money in the jukebox. It’s not because I think you need a break. You guys are great. Dedicated. Loyal, even. Nearly unmoving. Really fairly still. No, it’s not that you need a break. It’s more like in music, how some songs lead up to their high drama gradually. There’s a pause then a steady build. But also, if I’m being honest, I don’t want anything to begin yet. Right now there’s still the possibility of nothing coming. Starting the story would be admitting there’s a story to tell. Instead I could tell you about my great-grandma’s house. A dark-green cottage by the high school that became positively coated in boxelder bugs every summer. She had a mini trampoline in her living room that she fixed a cane to. That was her exercise. When we visited, Sister and I would fight over which of us got to hop. Or I could tell you about the house across the street from where I grew up. The white Victorian where a family of five boys lived, all of them younger than Sister and me. I’m sure you know the family I’m talking about. The dad was a drunk and the mom worked at the riverboat casino a few towns over as a cocktail waitress. Her voice was so cut up by cigarettes that it sounded like someone taking a box grater to her throat when she talked. Or I could tell you about the first time I took Pretty out for a walk. She bolted out of the house and I was still so small that I couldn’t control her. I fell and she ended up dragging me halfway down the street. Our neighbor, a quiet man in glasses—what was his name?—picked me up, dusted me off, and brought me back to Mom and Dad. I didn’t love Pretty any less after that. If anything I loved her more because I could tell how much the whole thing pained her. Whenever I would lie sick on the couch, she’d come up and lick my face. She was so pretty. We loved her so much. If Sister were here, she’d say, Get on with it already. Some would call her impatient, others focused. She’s not wrong. I promised to tell you so I’ll tell you. You paid good money for this. Har har, I know, but I wouldn’t say no to another drink.

I’m not sure the order of this next thing matters much. I’m also, incidentally, not sure what the order is. The whole thing was like the frog boiling in water, but that would make it seem like a linear, gentle progression. It wasn’t like that exactly. Some things were imperceptible at first or perceptible but not out of the ordinary. So it makes it more difficult to say what happened when. But for the sake of the overall story, for the sake of one thing following another, if I had to choose among the events—and, to be clear, not everything that happened happened in such a way that each piece announced itself as an event so much as part of a habitual reality—I’d say that it all started with Dad getting prostate cancer and undergoing a fairly straightforward operation to correct it my first year of college. The operation feels notable because afterward I’d notice a change in his appearance, his house, his general way of being. It would mark this point where we could look back, were we inclined to reminisce, and say, There. Right there is when it really began. So that’s where I’ll start. Thank you. Salud.

Dad told it to me over the phone, on the landline I shared with my freshman roommate. She wore baggy pajama pants to class and complained about all the work she had to do though she never sat down to do it. One Friday night, after she and her friend spent nearly two hours getting ready for a party, they came out of our room wearing clingy wrap blouses and black stretchy pants, their hair curled into bouncy tubes. I was sitting in the common room trying, miserably, to catch up on my own homework, and they asked me, with their eyeshadow and matching tops, how I thought they looked, and I replied, without thinking, Like you’re trying too hard. (My roommate would not come back the next year.) I don’t remember much about the phone call. Was it night? Some endless Saturday afternoon spent reading and watching movies? I don’t know. The scene has not stayed with me. But here are two things I remember. No, remember isn’t the right word. Because I remember the room, I remember the exact look of it: The bunk beds were along one wall by the tall window, which opened out sideways by turning a crank. The TV was in the corner opposite the door, and the matching desks were on either side of the room. I remember the piece of paper I’d taped on the wall just above my pillow on the top bunk. I’d scribbled on it, over and over, Get your lazy ass up. I remember vacuuming the carpet with an insane frequency, something like every other day, because the neon-green beanbag my roommate had brought from home had a small rip in its seam that sneezed tiny Styrofoam balls onto the floor anytime someone sat in it. I admit that the vacuuming was something of a passive-aggressive move, one that I hoped communicated that it was a real shame all the vacuuming I was doing in order to keep the room clean, which was so messy from all these Styrofoam pellets everywhere, which came from this beanbag, which came from my roommate, who was just there, lying on her bunk with a pillow over her face, decidedly not vacuuming and dare I say trying not to think about it either. So, no, I don’t remember the phone call the way I remember the room, my roommate, the beanbag chair. What I know happened is that I didn’t cry. I can’t imagine having cried. Sister and I never cried around Dad, and it would have been weird to start then, because his tone was so casual and matter of fact, like someone telling you what a mechanic had told them about their car. And because he said, Don’t worry about it. They say it’s the kind you want to get. And then he laughed. That’s the other thing I remember. I didn’t tell anyone, except for the rich, sporty girl in the room next door. The rich, sporty girl was who I wanted to be my roommate. She had the personality of a bouncing ponytail and got all her homework done early on Fridays so she could party the rest of the weekend. I told her and then she must have told her rich mother, because a potted succulent with my name on it showed up a few days later. And then a few weekends after that, while she was in town to see her daughter’s basketball game, the mom grabbed me by the forearm, her white hair and powdered chest smelling of those pink puffy flowers—what are their names?—and said, I’m so sorry, dear. And I said, Sorry for what?

It was the beginning of the second trimester. I think you’ll agree that winter is never a great time to be alive in the Midwest no matter what you’re going through. But I couldn’t sleep, and I couldn’t eat without becoming so anxious that I’d puke immediately afterward (and once on my cafeteria tray during Sunday supper with the other depressed girls of my dorm). I chalked both of these things up to the weather and the fact that I had so much homework to do and was having so much trouble doing it, on account of having so much trouble focusing, on account of having so much trouble sleeping, on account of my anxiety over having so much homework to do, et cetera.

I’m not even thinking about Dad, I told Mom over the phone. I just have so much homework. It was true. I wasn’t thinking about Dad and I did have a lot of homework. She told me to make an appointment with the school counselor. He would jiggle his leg for the full fifty minutes of all three of my complimentary sessions. His advice to me, every time we met, was to start a journal. I was sleeping four hours a night, picturing a scenario where my grades fell below the B+ average I needed to keep my scholarship then I flunked out altogether, forcing me to move back to Island City, beg for my old job at the pizzeria, and live in a crummy apartment by the river, all of which led me to become addicted to heroin and start prostituting myself with the dullards in my high school class, who more often than not stiffed me, citing some technicality wherein, despite jizzing into my hair, they deemed my services unsatisfactory. It was not the most creative nightmare, but I’d come back to it several times whenever my future seemed insecure. Maybe it goes without saying that I was, at that point—eighteen years old—though I wouldn’t be for much longer, still a virgin.

I called Dad the day after the surgery. I hadn’t gone back for it. Sister had ushered him in, and Dad’s younger sister, his only sibling, had ushered him out. Sister was working full-time as a manager at a big-box store and also going to school full-time at a commuter school thirty minutes from home and fifteen minutes from her apartment, which was fifteen minutes from Dad’s and fifteen minutes from the hospital. I was three and a half hours away from everything in my small college town and nobody, not Sister or my aunt or Mom, had told me what to do, so I didn’t do anything. Except the phone call. That, Sister had suggested or requested or mandated, and given me the number to the hospital and the number to his room. When I got him on the phone, he was muffled and decidedly untalkative. How had it gone? I asked. Fine, he said. How did he feel? Shitty. Was his sister there? Not anymore.

I’m not sure what came next. What of note. Only that the operation had gone well, and eventually my anxiety cooled to a nice lukewarm. I came home for summer break and worked at the pizzeria and drove Dad to his checkups—whatever needed to get done when Sister or my aunt weren’t free. I don’t know when we would have started to notice this next thing—it was so normal that it would have been tough to tell right away—but I’ll just say it now so that there’s an order, a progression, in the story. It’ll make it better. You’ll appreciate it.

The thing was, Dad had never been super great at remembering our birthdays, let alone giving us anything that might have, you know, marked the occasion. In middle school and high school, he’d send us handwritten letters dated a few days late, though to his credit he used good stationery. A nice cream color. And the paper wasn’t too thick. But by no means slight! Classy. I still like to look at his pointed, sloping cursive. It really is great penmanship. The best does not sacrifice style for clarity. If nothing else, Dad made it look good. Or he’d put in a phone call from the road the weekend of or weekend after. He’d adopt this father-knows-best tone of voice and impart what sounded like wisdom—Work hard, Keep smiling—in an attempt, I thought, to offset his usual parental subtlety. Or he just thought it was funny. So it’s only in retrospect that an increase in him forgetting the exact days or years we were born during this postsurgery time seemed to indicate a bigger problem. Even Dad calling the house to double-check or triple- or quadruple-check one or two months later whether we’d gotten his cards didn’t register as out of the ordinary at first. What would later be revealed as the markers of his illness fell along a spectrum of how he always was: There but not there. Dad being Dad.

What eventually registered, and registered the most after his forgetfulness, was the creeping spread of filth and disorder in his house. To be clear, he’d never really taken initiative with cleaning. Like the birthdays, this was less notable for its occurrence than its severity. Its degree. When we were younger, he’d pay us twenty bucks—an outrageous sum at the time—to fold his laundry, stack his mail, make his bed, place like items with like. And he let us keep whatever change we found in the process. (This allowance overlapped briefly with the period when we pocketed the change from the donuts, so there were some weekends when Sister and I came back home rather flush. Not a bad racket for a couple of kids.) In those days, it took only a little effort to undo whatever mess he’d made and set his house right. But after his surgery, his predilection toward disorder seeped down a few yet significant layers. A mug lifted from the carpet might reveal a ring of caramelized coffee inching down to the floorboard. The kitchen drain trap birthed a jelly of gray foodstuff. Bathtub gunk hovered in a queasy state between solid and liquid. No bathroom should be without a window to the outside world, and the weak yellow light from Dad’s plastic ceiling fixture, with brittle insect corpses trapped on the underside, could convince anyone that life wasn’t worth living.

When Sister and I visited we carried out a silent exorcism. We threw away, we sprayed, we washed, we folded. We got the hot as hot as it would go or as hot as we could stand. We visited more and more often, not wanting to punish our future selves by leaving them ever more disgusting messes to clean up. Dad watched from the couch. He wore one of his many white T-shirts and a pair of gray sweatpants. He sat perched like a dutiful student with his hands on his thighs. Straight up like this. Sometimes he’d get up to bring a pair of shoes to his closet or reunite a VHS tape with its box. Close to when our job for the day was done, he’d put on one of three classic rock songs he kept in tight rotation. He’d walk stiffly and pump his bony fist. He insisted on each one’s merits, even though Sister and I already liked them all and had been listening to them since before we could remember. I’ll put one on. Whenever I’m in a bar and I have a song in mind, I can never remember what it is by the time I get up to the jukebox. I know the way I want to feel but not the song that can make the feeling. I used to think about writing out a list and keeping it in my pocket. But this is close. You get the idea.

We tried to fatten Dad up. He’d never been a particularly hefty man. There are pictures of him and Mom from when they were first married, right after college, and then when we were kids. His belly was fleshy and his face was round and slack with beer. But even when he was thirty, it looked like baby fat. More often than not he was skinny as a rail, and after the surgery, he dwindled from this less-than-meaty baseline. He developed a bony hunch. We could see the knobs of his shoulders through his shirts, and we tried to fix it. While Sister cleaned, I cooked. Or while I cleaned, she cooked. We made him eggs and toast or shakes from ice cream and protein drinks marketed to seniors.

The tending, the taking care—it was all familiar, but doubled, ninety degrees turned, sixty-three percent more advanced, and I began to see the days when we folded his laundry and scrounged for change as a low-stakes warm-up for the real, terrible deal. Maybe because you can see where this is going, it would seem like we were bailing water from a capsized vessel. The ending is spoiled. But I found something like pleasure in our focus. My first year of college, I wandered around. I was never able to figure out what to do when. I couldn’t decide if I should read the chapters for intro to American lit or sit out on the lawn and watch my friends throw a ball. Should I walk to the coffee shop downtown and make notes for an essay or go for a run? I never really got anything done or done well. But when we cleaned Dad’s filthy house, I felt like an arrow pointed at a bull’s-eye. Sister and I were standing on a massive lawn and there was only one target and we were aimed right at it. It hardly mattered that in the end none of it would help. Or that I couldn’t get his eggs right. He preferred over easy—So you can dunk the bread, he would say, while pantomiming it, like this—but I hadn’t figured out how to do it without either mercilessly overcooking the yolks or breaking them. When my hands were in the sink or I was tying a bag of trash, and Sister was working the blender or chucking the softest contents of Dad’s fridge, I didn’t feel so sunk.

Around this time, Sister began to find odd, excessive charges on his credit cards—a string of new computers, an online dating service. She would cancel the cards one visit, only to find their replacements in the mail the next. Dad would leave the keys for his truck in the ignition, the doors of the house unlocked. What should we do? I asked. I’ll take care of it, she said. There was also the issue of the cats. It was unclear how the stray population had gotten so out of control, and I agree it’s a little on the nose—crazy Dad and his feral cats—so, like a lot of things that made Sister and me uncomfortable or sad or that we couldn’t find a joke for, we didn’t talk about them. Not with Dad or each other or Mom. We’d just watch as he sprinkled kibble onto the concrete square of his side porch in the evenings, and then as the cats emerged in the dark and skulked onto the porch, their heads bobbing silently over the food. Sometimes their eyes would catch the light and glow incandescent and flat. Get back, Dad would hiss, and pull us away from the door. The cats, skinny and gray, ate until it was all gone—it only took a few minutes—then they disappeared too.

Dad also started doing this thing, or kept doing this thing but a whole lot more, where he told us the same stories over and over.

I saw Led Zeppelin in a bowling alley on Clark, he said.

You saw Led Zeppelin bowling?

No, no, no. He waved us away. A concert.

Why’d they play a bowling alley?

I brushed shoulders with Janis Joplin backstage one time, right as she was about to go on. Me and my cousin.

How was the show?

She was homely, but she could really sing.

Which songs did she sing?

In college I’d play tennis against the women. I could play, I could play with the women’s team, but with the men’s team, I couldn’t even return a serve.

Why’d they want to play against you, Dad?

It’s good to play against someone you don’t know. Plus, I had a nice camera. They wanted me to take their picture.

Just for fun?

One summer me and my buddies went to Poland to take pictures. Then we had a show in this storefront off campus. I didn’t fix mine, so I had to put a cloth over every picture.

Why?

I saw Led Zeppelin in a bowling alley on Clark.

Et cetera, et cetera, you get the picture.

It went this way for all of college, going over to his place and cleaning up, feeding him and listening to his stories during summers and school breaks. All except for the six months I studied in Spain my junior year, six perfect months I wouldn’t witness his deterioration. I called him a handful of times using a calling card on a pay phone on the corner outside my host family’s apartment. Dad would ask me, over and over, how the food was. The six months I spent in Spain started with one of our country’s great twenty-first-century tragedies. It left me confused but, I admit, not entirely bothered. It was so far away, the images so unreal, that I didn’t know what to do besides observe everyone else’s reactions. My host mother clucked her tongue at the television and a son-in-law smoked a cigarette on a balcony overlooking the sea and said, Something like this had to happen. Mom told me that back here there were flags everywhere. Yellow ribbons tied around trees. I didn’t feel a thing. I went to museums. I went to bars. I went to a jazz club on its free nights. I went to clubs with my friends and danced in clouds of fake smoke that smelled like baby powder. I drank on the beach. I drank rum-and-cokes and beer mixed with lemonade, and one night I drank so many absinthes that I started laughing and couldn’t stop and the cute guy in the program shook his head and said, She’s bazoinked.

When I was alone at Dad’s, I’d still straighten up and make him food, but I meandered. I fell limp without Sister to pull me taut. I sat next to Dad on the couch and watched TV with him, or I putzed around while he napped in his room. One afternoon—I wouldn’t be able to tell you just when, but if I had to guess, I’d say it was the summer after Spain—I found his daily planner under the couch. It was black, leather-bound, a three-ring five-by-seven binder with a snap closure. There was a single week in each two-page spread, each day a small, lined square. You were supposed to use it for work and leisure—meetings during the week and golf and dinners on the weekends. A nice, balanced little life. Dad had gone back to work after the surgery, but not long after that he went on what was supposed to be temporary disability. Neither he nor my aunt told us the exact reason for this, but Sister and I understood it as being related to matters of the mind. If there was a name, we didn’t need it. We saw it all over the place, including in his planner, where he’d written short lists to chronicle his days most days. The lists were, by and large, nouns. Some of them suggested accompanying verbs: coffee, newspaper, news, golf. His print was the same as it had always been: neat, all caps, utilitarian. It was the kind you’d find on masking tape fixed to old baby-food jars filled with bolts. I read each day’s list thinking it might tell me something. It wasn’t much of a record. His forgetting problem must have compelled him to write things down, but his language problem made it difficult to do so and not super useful, which I understood as a catch-22 or paradox or whatever you call it when you realize you’re somewhat rather fucked and ironically so, and so what he jotted down in the planner wasn’t much more helpful than nothing. Dad was also not a writer. I used to be a writer, and maybe you’ll agree that I am, to some degree, still able to place one thing after another. At least I can recognize when I’m failing. Either way, I don’t know what it’s like to reduce one’s life to a bunch of unaccompanied nouns and certainly not when one of those nouns is erection, which I found jutting out at me from Dad’s planner that afternoon among the other, more mundane summaries of his days. I didn’t want to think of my dad’s erections, but between the online dating profile he was keeping active, or still being billed for anyway, and me once having gotten a nude view of him leaving his bathroom after cajoling him into giving himself an enema for a test later that day, with him having forgotten that I, the one who had just cajoled him into giving himself said enema, was still in the living room, waiting to take him to the appointment that made said enema necessary in the first place, it was suddenly something I had to, if not consider, then at minimum acknowledge as both occurring and something my father was preoccupied with enough to record. I never told Sister about the offending noun, nor did I tell her how Dad had actually misspelled the offending noun as E-R-E-C-J-I-O-N. Erection with a J. Instead I slid the planner back under the couch and kept the whole thing to myself, as surely Sister kept to herself a number of things she deemed too terrible to relate to me. Maybe she sometimes felt all this were happening only to her and she didn’t want to break the spell by sharing too much.

Sadly, this was not the last of the couch-related troubles. It was neither the last nor the least. The most important couch-related troubles would come in the middle of my senior year. You could say it was the couch-related straw that broke the non-couch-related camel’s back when it came to prompting Sister and me, but really Sister and our aunt, to do something about Dad and his well-being, something more than what we were already doing. Here’s what happened: Ever since I was a kid, Dad had employed this funny scheme for heating his house in the winter. It involved feeding a wood-burning stove until it was about to burst, which left the temperature in the living room hovering around eighty-three degrees and everywhere else fifty-four. After the surgery, he was less inclined or able to haul the same amount of scrap wood from the bed of his truck to keep the stove burning at its previous glory. Instead he put a heating pad on his lap whenever he sat on the couch and kept the gas heat turned down to around sixty. Why he did this instead of turning the heat up to a habitable degree throughout the entire house, I’m not sure. It would be easy to say this behavior was spurred on by Dad’s, how shall I put it, unfortunate situation kicking into a higher gear, but this was, again, one of his strange habits that wouldn’t have seemed out of the ordinary two or five or even ten years earlier, and so it didn’t at the time. The pad on top of his lap, his hands on the pad—it must have felt comforting, like a sleeping cat. The problem was that he never turned the thing off. I admit I know no more about heating pads than the next person, but the fact remains: You probably shouldn’t do that. And so, as with anything hot that for whatever reason grows hotter, one thing led to another, and when Sister and I stopped by to check in on him one afternoon, coming in through the side door, we smelled smoke, then saw flames rising three feet into the air from the side of the couch where Dad usually sat. Dad was nowhere in sight, which made it look like he had combusted and his final molecules were burning out before our eyes.

One of us screamed and the other filled a pot with water and dumped it on the fire, then filled the pot and dumped it again, extinguishing the flames and releasing a cloud of smoke into the room. Dad came out of his bedroom with his hair flat and his face screwed up. What the hell is going on, he said. It was right around then that we decided to make actual the ideas we had, up until then, only mentioned hypothetically—Maybe Dad shouldn’t live alone anymore—and, however much he insisted to the contrary, we made him hand over the keys to his truck. We weren’t going to let him drive anymore.



Between school and Spain, there was a lot I missed. Now that I think about it, I didn’t actually witness the couch fire. I don’t know how high the flames really were. It was Sister and her boyfriend who discovered it and put it out, the same way it was Sister and our aunt who decided, late my senior year of college, to put Dad in a home and which one. The decision was presented to me as one having already been made. Sister merely informed me of its madeness. It made sense. I was only twenty-one. At twenty-three, she had a real leg up.

In some different life or if I’d been older or the older sister, I might have felt chagrined at having been left out of the process, but I was relieved. Were the decision left to me, I would have immediately passed it to someone else. Whatever makes sense. Whatever you think, is close to what I said when Sister told me about the assisted living facility she and our aunt had found a few towns away from his house. The information came with their reasoning attached.

He gets meals and they check to see that he’s taking his medication, but other than that he’s independent, Sister told me over the phone. Private room. Private bathroom. We saw it. It’s not bad. It’s kind of nice actually.

When will he go? I asked.

He’s there right now.

Oh.

We had to—well, we didn’t tell him where we were going.

Oh.

I don’t think he’s happy about it.

I can’t imagine.

It sucked actually. After we showed him his room, we ate in the cafeteria with him, kind of trying to convince him how nice it was, but he wasn’t having it. He kept on saying, Okay, let’s go, like we were just there to eat.

Imagining the scene, I felt like my guts were being pressed out of my body. At the same time, I was relieved that, between the two of us, only Sister had that one, would have that one for however long she held on to it. That year I lived in an apartment with two friends who I’d been in Spain with, a couple who shared the other bedroom. There was a boxy computer in the living room, a bulky TV, a flame-retardant couch. (Exactly, if only my dad had had one.) I slept in what had been the sunroom. In the winter it was cold and airless, hot and stuffy in warmer weather. I shut myself up in there whenever I talked to Sister on the phone. I closed the French doors then a little while later opened them and left for class or the dining hall or the library or my job at the bakery downtown. I spent that last year writing short stories that were either barely veiled— a sick father! Two sisters trying to deal with it!—or rip-offs of heist movies that culminated in dramatic poker games. I showed up to meetings with my writing professors hungover and ghostly. They were excessively kind and would ask me with great tenderness if everything was all right. Are you getting enough to eat? Is something like this going on for you? They’d place two delicate hands on a story I’d written, the paper covered in their soft, penciled notes. I don’t know, I’d say. I could barely speak. My grades were good. I participated. I kept at it. It’s possible my drinking tipped over during this time. I’d black out some nights, leaving my symbolic logic class on Friday mornings to vomit in the bathroom, abandoning my theater boyfriend at parties without telling him to wander around. But no one felt it necessary to comment on any of this, if only because no one but me knew all of what I was doing. I kept busy and took breaks to cry on a private bench under a gingko outside the arts building, like when a character in a short story cycle I was reading died, or in an alley downtown when an old man came in the bakery and paid for his half loaf of rye in change. Despite my best efforts, I was becoming a real softie.

I remember that Sister was matter of fact when she told me about the assisted living. Her voice was grave but kept moving forward. Anything close to breaking would have been considered frivolous. She would not get bogged down. If she was going to do that she would do it later on her own private bench. But he can come and go as he pleases, she said.

And he did. The going part anyway. It wouldn’t be a month before Dad would make a break for it and I’d get another call from Sister.

He tried to walk the twenty miles back to his house, Sister said.

Say what?

Yesterday. Along the side of the highway.

How far did he get?

I don’t know, a couple miles.

When the police picked him up and called my aunt, who called Sister, they returned him to the facility.

They said he can’t stay there anymore, because they can’t guarantee that he will stay there, Sister told me.

That doesn’t make any sense.

So we had to find him a new place, and, like, immediately.

And that is how Dad once again became a resident of our very own Island City, specifically of Island City’s one (and, it should be said, I’m sorry, not that nice) nursing home, the one near the south entrance of the park. I didn’t want Dad to be unsafe, but I did like the idea of him escaping. I could picture him very clearly—hoofing it, angry and sweating on what had been a warm spring day. He was fifty-one, almost fifty-two, much too young to sit among the feeble (though still independent!) retirees twenty years older than him at the assisted living facility or the feeble (and very much dependent) residents thirty years older than him at the nursing home. It must have felt like adding insult (assisted living facility, nursing home) to injury (memory problem, language problem), and as Sister spoke, I found myself hoping that none of it were actually necessary. That we were wrong the first time and were even more wrong now.

He set his couch on fire, Sister reminded me.

Not on purpose, I said.

He tried to escape the home.

That part makes the most sense!

The (nice) assisted living facility had sounded like a dormitory for sad seniors who pooled their loneliness in the hopes of alleviating it. But the (not nice) nursing home was a last resort. A catchall that could be summed up as When you have no other options. I’m sorry, but it’s true. Mom and I had visited when I was younger to drop off church flowers to old parishioners and when my great-grandma who’d lived in the green house lost a leg. Whatever optimistic uplift Sister had injected into the assisted living facility was now deflated. We had arrived at the inevitable sunken end.

Was he at least going in the right direction? I asked.

What?

To his house. Was he walking in the right direction?

He was!
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I’m sorry to report that things kept getting worse. It’s kind of incredible the way things kept getting worse, but they did. They kept getting worse. Not long after I graduated and moved back home, Dad’s cancer came back, this time more insistently and to a far less preferable organ. It was funny, really. I think of it like this: There was that one veterinarian in town. I love how there was always one, sometimes two, of everything here. How you can say the veterinarian and you’re not just talking generally, colloquially—you really mean the veterinarian because there’s only one. Anyway there was that vet and his name was Dr. Skinner. Dr. Skinner! Is it horrible? Yes. Is it also funny? Yes. Is it believable? Not exactly, but it’s true. Dr. Skinner. What a world.

Somewhere inside one or more email servers exists the note where our aunt communicated all this to us. The prognosis was not good, she wrote. The doctor had laid out three treatments—aggressive, conservative, or none. Aggressive being surgery and chemo, conservative being chemo by itself, and none being none, which, depending on how you looked at it, was more conservative than conservative, which circled back around to aggressive. Our aunt thought it was best to let nature take its course, given Dad’s weak physical state and his other, and what had seemed up to that point, more pressing problem. She asked Sister and me for our blessing. Rather, she said, I leave it up to you girls. I’ll admit, though, I have little memory of the specifics of her telling us this and no desire to seek them out. What I do remember is the conversation Sister and I had. We were out on the back patio at Mom’s where it was warm and shaded. A gorgeous summer day I wouldn’t want to repeat.

None of this is going the way we’d hoped, Sister said.

I wish it weren’t going at all, I said.

She made a face we sometimes made, something close to True enough, but whaddya gonna do? I could see where she was headed and wished she’d just skip ahead.

Even conservative treatment, radiation or chemo, would be a cruel thing to put Dad through, she kept on. He’s so weak and confused. We’d only be prolonging his life. A life that is not good. We wouldn’t be doing it for him.

Sister spoke evenly and clearly. She placed one sentence after another, each leading logically into the next. She was wearing big sunglasses, but I could see she was looking just below and to the side of my face. Behind her, the yard was patchy and parched. What was left of the yard anyway. The garage, Stepdad’s grills, his golf cart, Mom’s planters—they made the yard cluttered, cut off and truncated. I missed the old version, how open it was.

What do you think? Sister said.

I hate this yard.

What?

It’s too—here I raised my hands and pushed them in near my head like I was boxing my own ears—crowded.

Sister looked behind her. Yeah, it’s no good, she said.

Mom came out the back door and placed two glasses of ice water on the table in front of us—the glass of the glasses scraped against the glass of the glass tabletop and made a not entirely pleasant sound—then she slipped back inside. A bird screamed high up in one of the trees, and we craned our necks.

I think we have to do this, Sister said.

The unfortunate situation had made the decision for us. A question asked and answered. Who would blame us? No one, I thought. Maybe that’s what made it hard. The decision wasn’t difficult at all.

Sister and I weren’t the hugging types. I walked her to her car, out on the street where she used to park. I pushed my hands in my back pockets and watched her car make the turn at the end of the block, then I went upstairs. I called my theater boyfriend, who’d broken up with me a few months before graduation because I kept getting drunk and walking out of rooms or apartments or bars whenever he tried to talk to me about Dad. He was at his own parents’ house, in an even flatter state a few west, working at a summer camp for kids with emotional troubles and waiting for his fall teaching appointment down south. He was pale and thin, taller than me, with dark, shoulder-length hair and acne scars that made him look older. It’s no special thing, it’s like saying you like autumn, but I’ve always found deep voices comforting, and his was one of the first that made a mark on me. I can’t remember it exactly, I must have just told him what I knew, lying down on my bedroom floor, the hot phone pressed to my ear, while that deep voice came in close and said, I’m so sorry. I cried softly. It was easier, now that we were no longer together, to give him whatever sadness of mine he’d been after.



I needed to get out. I knew if I stayed here it’d be like agreeing to my own death. This is no place to be an adult. At least not a young one. I looked for work in the city. I’ll feel better once I get a job, I told myself. I may have visited Dad that next week. I should have gone every day but I didn’t. Dad didn’t have any other visitors except for when our aunt took him to doctors’ appointments or Sister came down on weekends. It took no more than ten minutes for me on foot, a not unpleasant walk along the old wooded cemetery and those four baseball fields, but I was finding that I had little control over my days. Time congealed or swallowed whole afternoons. The mornings were hot and spread out flat. I’d watch TV or doze in Stepdad’s recliner. I told myself that the day held so many other hours and those were the ones I’d fill with purposeful action. I’d take Pretty for a walk. Our dog. Or I’d brush her out on the front porch and release her hair to the wind in greasy puffs the size of softballs. I held her face in my hands and cried and kissed her nose, convinced she was the only one who understood me. I should say, though, that Pretty wasn’t her original name. Did I tell you that? Pretty’s breath was pretty horrendous. She was nearly nineteen that summer and, it probably goes without saying, not at her healthiest. Don’t worry, I won’t tell you about how, when I walked her, she’d sometimes get so overheated that she’d fall into a slow seizure on the pavement. And there was nothing I could do but kneel down beside her and cradle her bony head with my hands so she wouldn’t bash it on the sidewalk. I’m not going to get into all that. At some point we started calling all dogs pretties. You know, like with Band-Aid or Jell-O? Some things just become the only thing. God, I loved that dog. I’d take her for a walk after breakfast, and that felt like something, something productive, but in the afternoons, a blanket would fall over my head and neck, a sedative that pulled me down into the early evening and the news from the city an hour and a half away would announce that the day had passed and now it was too late to do anything useful, including sitting with my dad in a small room and watching him sleep or watching him watch TV for an hour. She loved it when I’d take her for a long walk in the cemetery by the park.

I usually went alone. Sometimes, if I went to the fast-food place beforehand, I’d drive. The building was tan brick, laid out flat with a grassy lawn in front, a blank field of soy or something in back. Inside the automatic doors, I’d sign my name in the register, folded open inside a small window. On the other side, a girl who must have still been in high school sat behind a desk in an office. She always smiled, her mouth closed, and I accepted whatever pity I imagined she was giving me. I must have been the youngest person she saw there so often. Once you got through the second set of doors, the smell was immediate, that ammonia nose pinch of piss and the chemicals used to clean it up. Whenever I smell that smell now, I’m yanked back. Just like that. A hook in my cheek. Nursing home, campfires, cigars—they’re all my dad.

The lobby was big and open. A bunch of waxy potted ferns and couches I never saw anyone sit on. The old people would sit hunched in their wheelchairs. It looked like their heads had slid down a few notches on their spines. I passed it all as fast as I could, trying not to look at anyone. I thought it’d be rude to stare, but then, thinking it was worse to deny those poor souls the little I could give them, I’d make eye contact with an old woman or two.

The dementia wing was on the other side of a pair of glass doors. I’d watch my reflection as I approached. My legs were thin and hairless. I’d lost whatever extra fat I’d put on in Spain. I’d turn twenty-two later that summer. My body will never be this good again, I thought. I saw my future all around me. The workers on the other side would buzz me through the doors and into the common room. There was the nurses station to the right, a table and chairs straight ahead, and on the wall next to them, a sign that noted the day’s facts: Today is MONDAY, JUNE 2, The weather is SUNNY and WARM, The season is SUMMER, The next holiday is FATHER’S DAY.

None of it was dignified, but through a series of mishaps that involved Dad wandering the halls at night and keeping the other residents awake, he was given his own room, while most everyone else was paired up. It was a kind of dance in the dementia wing. All the bodies shifted from one place to the next. Some went up and down the hall. Or to a window or a chair outside the nurses station. Some wandered into other people’s rooms during the day. Dad was a Night Guy so they gave him his own spot. He was usually lying in there on his cot in his white T-shirt and gray sweatpants. If he acknowledged me when I came in, let’s just say he didn’t make a big deal about it. It wasn’t that he no longer knew who I was. It just felt like indifference. He looked at me, then back at the TV. Sometimes I’d find a cut on his forehead, and a nurse would explain that he’d fallen the night before. One time his glasses went missing. When they found them under a woman’s bed a few rooms down, Sister and I wrote his initials on masking tape and wrapped it around the hinge. We wrote his name on everything—on the tags of his shirts and the tongues of his shoes—the same way they do in prisons. They’d told Sister that people bring in a few of their loved ones’ favorite objects, like how cancer kids can take blankets or stuffed animals into their radiated hospital beds. We created his life in miniature on top of the dresser. A couple of photography books, a wooden box he’d made of alternating dark and blond wood, a few photos of us. It was a base reduction. Imagine a mummy accompanied into the afterlife by a fistful of used Kleenex. The selection felt hasty and dim. But everything that year arrived with the blunt mandate of an emergency. We chose swiftly and with either no sentiment at all or far too much.

Maybe it won’t surprise you to learn that the food there was dreadful and he wasn’t a fan. I’m sorry if you have someone out there now. Maybe it’s better. But how good could it be? I don’t know. I’m sorry. Most afternoons, I brought him frozen lasagna I’d heated up or a hamburger or soft serve in a plastic cup. He’d sit up and snatch it away from me like I wasn’t going to let him keep it. He’d wolf it down then say, Let’s go. Come on. We’re just gonna stay here for a little while, I’d say, and then watch TV with him until he fell asleep or I couldn’t stand it anymore. Whichever came first.

Sometimes we were there together, me and Sister and Dad in a semicircle around the TV. If there wasn’t a sense of a thing shared, we were at least all experiencing something. Maybe not the same something, but a similar something and at the same time. The room was stuffy and it lulled us into a flat meditation. There was both too much and too little time there—a bunch of dying people with nothing to do—and it reminded me of summers when Sister and I were kids. We’d spend hours playing or watching game shows. It started in the morning and went into the afternoon, until one of us would feel sick with our own laziness and leave the other to run off and play with a neighbor. We’d make up these long-running storylines with our Barbies and Legos, and set up entire towns with houses and tolls and a bank for the monetary system that Sister invented. We played out plots she came up with, which usually included one of my characters kidnapping or killing someone and Sister’s detective hunting me down. She’d follow clues and collect my sloppy evidence, then eventually arrest me and dole out justice. The problem was that whenever I was found, the story ended. I wanted the story to go on and on. Our sessions ran late into the night, the toys spread out upstairs on a hutch whose legs had been cut off, us sitting in kids’ chairs that were too small for us at that point. The next day I’d want more of the same, but I knew that the longer a session went on, the more likely it was to end. Sister usually jilted me. I’d get so angry at her for breaking our equilibrium. It seemed like we’d agreed upon something and she was reneging. She had more friends than I did and answered their calls, skipped out the front door and down the steps to meet them. I didn’t need friends when she was around.

In Dad’s room in the nursing home, neither Sister nor I broke anything. We let the heat fall over us and keep us where we were. There was this one afternoon when Dad was lying on his cot, and I was sitting at his feet, leaning against the wall, and Sister was in a slim recliner near his head. The TV was airing this old game show where you guessed how much all this stuff you couldn’t afford cost. Later they updated it with brighter colors, a morphed font, a younger host. But at that point it was still the original guy. We were watching the show and a woman in a threadbare sack dress wandered in and sat in a chair by the door. The woman looked like all the women in the dementia wing: Her hair was as white as a cotton ball, and she had a scratch above her eye. The skin on her legs was loose, covered with age spots. I watched her with guarded tenderness. There was only so much I could offer. It was the natural order, the fulfillment of every human’s inevitable end, this dwindling. As sure as gravity. She was supposed to be here, I told myself. Dad wasn’t. He was fifty-one when he got there, and would turn fifty-two that July. He had caught something prematurely, I decided, and the rest of them—these poor doomed people—were keeping him there. They kept him sick. If only he were still at the assisted living facility or his house or back at work, back with some normals, I felt sure his condition would stop, turn, and reverse, the way underperforming schoolchildren will not just catch up but even excel when placed among higher-achieving kids. I can’t say what Sister thought about all this, that afternoon or any other. She kept her mood tight. Dad, Sister, me, and the woman all stared at the TV. The host’s hair was puffed like a halo around his face. He put a pencil-thin microphone to the mouth of a smiling man: I’m going to go for it, he said, purring like a kitten.

The old woman stood and walked over to Sister, crossing in front of me and Dad. A lot of times their eyes could tell you how lucid of a day they were having, and hers were soft and alive.

That looks like a comfortable chair, she said, smiling. Sister looked up at her, moving only her eyes, then back at the TV. Big glossy boxes were being lifted off of pedestals, revealing square stacks of money of varying heights and widths.

It is, Sister said.

Oh, the woman said, and sighed, folding her hands together, lifting them up, then letting them drop in front of her. Sure wish I had a comfortable chair, she said. Her voice was wistful and full of significance. She wasn’t just wistful for this comfortable chair. She suffered a deep yearning for all the comfortable chairs she’d ever had the pleasure of sitting in throughout her life—recliners and rocking chairs, chaise longues, gliders, Adirondacks. Many of them she could no longer remember, and she was wistful about that too: the loss of her comfortable chairs and the loss of their memory and the loss of the chance, now, going forward, to sit in any new comfortable chairs. Sister looked up at the chairless, memoryless woman. What remained of her life would reach no farther than the urine-soaked halls she wandered day and night like a furious ghost. Sister said, I don’t know what to tell you.

The woman sighed again, raising and dropping her shoulders in an exaggerated shrug. She knew that life so often went this way, but wasn’t it a shame that it should more often than not go this way for her? What a shame indeed. The woman looked like she was thinking fondly of her brave, kind husband who had died so many years ago, but who, before he did, always made a point of offering her the most comfortable chair available, no matter what room they were in, no matter how tired or weak he might have been feeling himself.

You’re getting closer and closer to the grand prize, the game show host whispered. Just one … more … box …

I want that chair and I want it now! the woman growled, and grabbed Sister by the arm with both hands and twisted. Sister screamed. The woman let go of Sister’s arm, reared back, and got to socking her in the gut with slow, certain punches. Dad scrunched his face.

Get off me! Sister tried to scream, but her full force wasn’t behind it. She was too busy laughing. She cowered—her hands over her head, knees pulled into her chest—cracking up and calling me to her. I tried to insert myself between the two of them.

Ma’am, I said.

Get her off me!

I can’t manhandle her, I said. She’ll break a hip!

Get her off!

I ran out to the nurses station.

Hi, um, there’s this woman, this patient attacking my sister. We don’t want to push her, but she’s getting some good ones in if you wouldn’t mind helping out?

Before I could finish, the two nurses were out from around the desk and hustling into Dad’s room. I watched from outside the door as they took the woman by the shoulders and half picked her up, half slid her out. They pulled her down the hall and into what I believe was the bathroom, the woman yelling out one last, I want that chair!

Are you okay? I asked Sister, walking back into the room.

She was leaned over one side of the chair, one hand holding her head, the other in a fist at her stomach. To her credit, Sister had remained in the comfortable chair. Dad seemed unfazed—perturbed maybe, but no more than usual.

She didn’t get you anywhere important, did she?

It’s fine, I don’t want kids anyway, Sister said, shooing away the idea.

Probably for the best, I said.

I looked at Dad, who had turned over, his back now to us and the TV, where the credits were rolling upward at what appeared to be a faster than normal speed.



The rule was to never break, never let the joke drop. Otherwise we’d be admitting things were as bad as they were, which is to say pretty bad, very bad, about as bad as they could get. Countless times, Sister or I would grab the other by the forearm and, twisting like we were opening a stubborn jar, say, I want that chair and I want it now! then start punching our fists in slow, winding circles into the other’s stomach. It wasn’t as hard as it might seem, the way we managed it. It turned out the toughest challenges made for our best work. The worst moments, our funniest bits.

One afternoon I found a smear of dried piss on the floor of Dad’s room. Not only that, it appeared he had stepped in it, judging by the bottom of his socks. He was lying down, knees curled into his body, like a teenager reading. I pinched near the middle to pull the socks off his feet, but he kicked his leg out.

I think you’ll appreciate this, Dad, I said. He gave me a look but I kept at it. I tugged each one off and dropped them near the closet. I went to the nurses station.

So, hi, there’s piss on my dad’s floor. Sorry, not piss. Urine, I said, overpronouncing the word like a debutante in satin gloves stepping up to a microphone for a timed speech: Dearest ladies and gentlemen, I’ve come humbly before you today to talk to you about urine. There is urine, which comes from the Sanskrit for water, on my father’s floor. The urine is sticky, the urine is yellow, and I can clean up the urine, if someone would only tell me where the cleaning supplies are.

I’ll let the custodian know, the nurse said. A few minutes later, the custodian came in Dad’s room with a damp mop.

It most likely wasn’t your dad, he told me. People just wander in and out. This is probably someone else’s piss.

The joke I’d tell Sister later was that it would make a good name for a punk band: Other People’s Piss.

Here’s another one: Dad was on antipsychotics but still hallucinated. Sister and I would sometimes see him pantomiming eating, taking big spoonfuls of something and opening his mouth wide and bringing it to meet the spoon. He drank coffee from an invisible mug. He put on and took off his glasses, despite them already being on or off his face.

Yesterday he was watching TV, but he was just looking into the closet, Sister said. He waved me out of the way and then pretended to comb his hair.

Maybe he could pretend to get better, I said. (I thought that was a good one.)

The women in the wing all had dolls. Cheap, plastic things with eyes that opened and closed. Their hair was short and matted. You could say they took after their mothers. The women named their dolls and saved their milk from dinner to give to them. Actually, I can’t remember the joke there.

Oh, wait: Let’s hope dementia doesn’t run in the family.
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After we made our decision of no treatment, we admitted, out loud and more directly, that, barring any more side-of-the-highway escape attempts, Dad’s stay in the home would be permanent. Permanent in that it would last exactly as long as the rest of his life did, so, not permanent at all actually. Sister decided that his house should be stripped of its possessions and both it and them sold. Our aunt was technically, legally, in control of his health care, but Sister had been granted financial power of attorney. She’d decided this was something she should do a few months earlier when she was trying to cancel the credit cards that kept showing up to his house. She decided this was something she should do, she had figured out how to do it, and she had done it. How Sister had come upon this information and then summoned the initiative for its execution, I don’t know. For me, the problem that was Dad was much more confusing. I imagined myself as a cartoon girl stumbling upon a stack of papers on a bright path in a dark forest, its pages forming a mouth that said, Sign me. But when I picked up a long, skinny bird-pen to put down my signature, each page rose from the stack and floated away, like ash off a fire. Then the bird-pen slipped from my hand and shit on the side of the path: So sorry, it read in splotchy cursive. Nothing was easy, which meant I didn’t do a lot of things. I could handle only so much at once. In school I read and wrote and drank and had sex and fifteen hours a week made cookies and licorice tea at the bakery downtown, all the usual things, all fairly regularly, but I didn’t do much else. Sister worked five days a week and went to school full-time too. After graduating, she worked and arranged Dad in more manageable stacks. She was focused and resourceful, whereas I required explicit instructions. If an immediate solution to a challenge didn’t present itself, I threw my hands up and thought, Well, I did my best, or, That’s the way life goes, or, Some problems aren’t meant to be solved. I thought this kept me even-keeled, and I did often avoid stress, but when I saw how swiftly Sister assessed a situation, assembled a set of solutions, and then chose one, all within the time it usually took me to realize that maybe there was indeed, possibly, maybe even a problem at all, it was hard not to see my personality as running at a deficit.

We need the money from the house to pay for the home, Sister said. After his surgery, Dad had spent an unholy sum on a very involved dating website and professional photographs to put on the site, which, we had to admit, he looked happy in—good haircut, good smile, nice sweater. Maybe not four thousand dollars happy, but still. And then there was his odd decision to screen in his front porch with glass and put down carpeting in it. Or the way he’d buy a new computer every time an old one showed the slightest resistance. So there wasn’t the healthy reserve of money you’d hope to find in a man his age who’d had the job he’d had. (I must say that sometimes bad examples are the most effective, because as soon as I more fully stepped into adulthood, I started saving as much money as I could. I realized early the greatest fear—to die alone and horribly—and worked to ensure that my own pathetic death would happen in a communal home where the urine smell was kept adequately under control. I realize I’ve strayed from the plan here in Island City, but I feel something like empowerment having taken matters into my own hands.) Dad’s illness, his debt, his house, the home—it all struck me as so debilitatingly complex that I had no sense of where to begin. I wished Sister would, then or in the future, agree to do for me what she was doing for Dad. Step in and take care of my business, because I so frequently felt ill-equipped. There was something reassuring in relinquishing decisions like these to someone else, handing over a stack of papers, a set of keys, and saying, Here you go. Should be all there. I leave it up to you.

Emptying his house took two days. Things to keep, things to sell, things to throw away. Little, big, biggest went the piles. I kept a matched set of pots and pans, heavy and gray, that I never once saw Dad use, and a coffee grinder with a chipped cap and his air popcorn popper. Later, when it came time to rid myself of my own belongings, I saw it as part of an inevitable, grander process like the water cycle: rain, river, evaporation, clouds.

The first day was a sunny Friday. I was in the house, Sister was in the garage. I found that if I focused on the task at hand, on the actual doing, I felt, if not better, then at least one step away from our current shitty circumstances. I was performing an action that was, in and of itself, positive. Tossing a bunch of junk. Sweeping, scrubbing. It was hard to argue with shaking out an old shirt, folding it into a neat square, then placing it in a stack.

I’d been sorting Dad’s clothes in the back room. Endless polos and khakis and several pairs of white sneakers he hadn’t bothered to get rid of once he bought a new set. It’s funny, clothing. Amassing so much of it. Every day putting together a little outfit to go forth into the world in. Outfits to signify a little something about oneself, which, in Dad’s case, largely seemed to be, I have played golf in the past and wish I were doing so now.

I heard a muffled yell from outside. Then a bird or a kid chirped. The wind did its thing. The screen on the window looking out to the driveway was filthy.

Sister! Sister said.

I opened up the side door and poked my head out.

Did you say something?

Come here.

What is it?

Come here. I couldn’t see her in the shadow of the open garage.

What is it?

Just come here.

I don’t have any shoes on.

Sister.

I slid my feet into a pair of Dad’s sneakers and clomped out, shuffling up beside her in the garage.

Look, Sister said, but I already saw. Cats. A dozen or more. Unmoving, flat, dead. Sister had pulled out a table saw and a lathe along the back wall to sweep and so that they could be sold the next day along with everything else, and here she had uncovered them, these decently dead cats.

We need to take care of this, she said.

I made a face like, Uhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, are you sure?

She looked at me and made a face like, Yes, I’m sure, and don’t be difficult.

I rolled my eyes and made a face like, Fine, of course I’ll help, just let me complain for one second, you have to admit this whole thing with Dad is a lot to deal with, to say nothing of needing to take care of a baker’s dozen of dead cats.

And she made a face like, Baker’s dozen?

And I made a face like, Whatever.

That was Sister for you. If she saw a scab, she was going to pick it. I never thought it was such a hot idea to look closer at a thing than necessary. She stepped over an old golf bag and tiptoed around a handful of bodies to grab a snow shovel from the back corner.

All righty then, she sighed, stacking her hands on top of the handle. Her eyes flitted from cat to cat.

Let me change my shoes, I said.

I still feel some amount of remorse over how quickly the cats fell from our attention once we moved Dad out of his house. They didn’t occur to us as we attended to the details of getting Dad into the first and second homes, or rather as Sister attended and I helped her attend or just listened to her describing her attending. Nor did they occur to us when I ran back to the house one night a few months prior to get a backup pair of glasses, or before that, when Sister tried to find his watch, because while we were sure one of the dazed old ladies at the home had taken it, we wanted to rule out all other possibilities. Even when the cats appeared in our periphery on those trips, their dark bodies slinking out from behind the garage, hugging the ground like shadows, they didn’t occur to us. Now they occurred to us, of course. They were occurring to us right to our faces, and we had to take care of them, the same way we were taking care of quite a few things we didn’t want to take care of. Funny how it was all shaking out.

The cats’ bodies were light and flattened into jagged shapes like police chalk outlines. When we loosened one from the cement floor, it moved as a single mass, like a sheet of cardboard. At first, neither Sister nor I wanted to be the one doing the shoveling, so we took turns. It was better to work the shovel around the edge of the cat first, loosening it like a cake in its tin, then to confidently slide the shovel under its body like a peel beneath a pizza. (I was, incidentally, getting very hungry but kept that information to myself.) It didn’t take long to get into the swing of things, and soon we started judging each other on our technique. For each cat we shoveled we rated the other in three different areas:


	How cleanly the shovel slid under the body

	How cleanly we deposited the body into the garbage bag (it was preferable that neither the shovel head nor the cat itself touch the bag’s edge, and it was the bag holder’s duty to hold as still as possible, in the spirit of fairness)

	Overall speed, efficiency, and style



By the end, Sister was earning perfect scores.

I think that’s it, she said after her last one, scanning the back corners of the garage.

I whined. I’d peaked two cats ago, the last one a firmly average performance. I had gotten cocky and slid the shovel under the cat without loosening around the perimeter first. It wasn’t until I started to lift it that I realized that the tip of its tail, or what was left of it, was still stuck to the floor, as though the cat had, in the throes of its slow and probably not super great death, dropped its tail as an anchor in an attempt to remain here on this horrible earth.

We can dump them out and do it all over again, Sister said, shrugging open the second garbage bag. Her head was cocked—a little dramatically, I might add—and her eyebrows were raised.

Better yet, she said, get one of Dad’s guns. Take care of whatever live ones are left in the yard. Now she was gesturing with her arm. Gesturing! I thought we were having fun. How did she always get somewhere else so fast?

Okay, fine, I get it, I said. I looked down at the side of her bag. Each lump within the shiny black plastic seemed to suggest something specific, but I couldn’t tell what.

Sometimes it’s like you— she started, but then we heard the gravel in the driveway crunch and saw a tan SUV pull up. Dad’s sister and her husband stepped out and made the careful walk to the mouth of the garage, their hands shading their eyes. They were picking up a hutch that had belonged to Dad’s dad, the man who he’d gotten his nose and taste for booze from, which is, I suppose, where I got these things too (but where did he get those things? I will never know). Dad had put dishes of change on top of the hutch. There’d been golf tees and playing cards in the drawers, old bills and pads of paper from East Coast hotels. In our aunt’s home, it would be squared against her dining room wall and used to hold cloth napkins and dessert plates, gifted bottles of port and sherry.

Just as Dad’s looks had been handed over from his dad, my aunt repeated her mother’s face: a long, sloping nose and soft, black hair that fell straight past her shoulders. Her husband had been ahead of the curve on the ills of gluten and processed sugar—not in the manner of an ardent, beatific co-op volunteer, but how some rich people secretly expect to live forever—and the two of them wore their age weightlessly, appearing ten or even fifteen years younger than they were. They were dedicated to sunscreen and got good haircuts. Their three children had dark hair and olive skin and were generally good-looking, bratty in distinct stripes that entertained in the small doses that Sister and I received them. The three of them would all go on to have funny jobs that paid surprising amounts of money but didn’t seemed to require much education or expertise: interior designer, importer, realtor. It was strange we were related to them, but if there was a life Sister was after, it was theirs. Skiing, golfing, pools, spas. Smooth skin and a basement full of wine.

When we ate our yearly dinner at their dining room table—the recessed lighting soft and even, a grand piano, no lie, open under the high ceiling in the space behind us—Sister was our ambassador. While Dad kept his head down until everything on his plate had disappeared then went outside to smoke, Sister somehow spoke two languages, sharing her growing knowledge of the country’s elevated resort towns. When the conversation turned to me and I told the room about school and the writing I sometimes did when I was alone, Sister looked at me as though she were also hearing it for the first time. I was a traveler from a faraway land my aunt and uncle and cousins had heard of but never visited—a place where crime existed, produce rotted, and trash was not always properly disposed of. I couldn’t wait to tell them about student loans.

I write stories, I said the last time. Dad was, at that point, absent. Sometimes poetry.

I’ve always loved Edgar Allan Poe, my uncle said. Later he thanked me for bringing the dessert.

Are these walnuts on top?

Black walnuts, I said. There’s a tree by my apartment. They grow wild, but you can eat them.

Our girl cousin disregarded them with her fork. They drank a high, clean air, and I was stapled to the earth.

Wow, look at you girls, my uncle said, sliding off his sunglasses. You’re really taking care of business! His voice was just shy of booming.

Sister and I stepped forward from the back of the garage. She had immediately dropped the side of her garbage bag. I held on to the shovel.

Anything we can help with? my uncle asked. My aunt damped a hand on his arm.

I think we’ve got it under control, Sister said. Her tone was casual, charitable, as though the day had so far been not only easy but even enjoyable.

My uncle stepped in, hands on hips, surveying the spread of tools and workbenches. His chino shorts were belted neatly.

What’s that? he said, bending down to look at a sad friend we’d missed under the circular saw.

Oh, that’s just—

—some old rags, Sister said.

What’s that?

Well, there were a few dead cats, I said.

Sister turned toward me.

Oh, my aunt said, putting a hand to her chest. She was still standing in the sun.

But, see, we came up with this game, I said.

Sister shook her head at me with her eyes.

A game?

Where we just throw them away, I said.

I’ll help you with that hutch, Sister said, dusting off her hands.

Oh, Sister, I thought.

I walked out to the backyard, which ran alongside the garage. Dad would practice chipping back there, hitting a dozen or so balls to one end, then walking over and hitting them all back. I never understood why he liked golf so much. It didn’t fit with what I considered his personality to be. One night during a camping trip, he built our fire up so high that some kid a few sites over said in a stage whisper, Daddy, why can’t we have a fire as big as they have? It was a proud moment for him, if not his proudest. The story became a part of his repertoire, along with insisting that he looked like the famous actor he looked like and telling us his one big photography idea. He was never going to take Sister and me to any theme park or resort. We were campers. He saw hotels as an expensive way to give up. A lifelong dedication to a silly sport only the moneyed could enjoy didn’t jibe. That he usually golfed alone was the only part that made sense to me. But earlier that day I’d found a picture of him as a teenager with his dad, standing side by side on a green course holding on to their clubs like canes and squinting into the sun. Mom had always told us our grandpa was an asshole, He thought your father was an idiot, but he was always really smart, and I let both those things—Grandpa was an asshole, he’d once played golf with his son—tell me something.

I walked to the far corner of the property just past the back of the garage. I knew what was there and didn’t much want to deal with it, but it seemed easier while other people were around, their presence giving me a kind of psychic uplift. The inside of the shed was dusty—half-sunny, half-shadowed. It’s hard to see much in there. Not because of the light. What I mean is, it’s hard to remember what else I would have seen. There must have been Dad’s manual lawn mower. Tools that he would have considered separate from what he had going on in the garage. An ax and old saw, maybe. What was most in there, the reason I went out there, was Dad’s old photography stuff: Photography books, some stacked, others scattered. Shallow, enamel-coated tin trays for chemicals. Loose stacks of five-by-seven, eight-by-ten photographs, curled at the edges and rubbed with dirt. There were Dad’s hippie college friends and Mom, still a teenager and not yet my mom, sitting on a velour couch holding a bowl or a light bulb. For a minute, I thought about giving all the photos to Mom, but immediately decided against it. Somewhere on the floor was a matte black enlarger with a triangular head. It feels like too clear a metaphor, but what can I say? He loved photography and didn’t take care of any of it.

He had had one good idea with it though, one good big idea, and he told us about it all the time, both when we were younger and then later as he was getting sick, forgetting that he told us and then telling us again. One summer in college, he and his photography buddies—that’s how he said it, buddies—went to Poland. Kraków. While Dad’s friends stayed in the city drinking, he took a bus a couple hours north. He knew only the name of the town, a street, but he walked and took pictures. An open window, shadowed doorways, and empty streets. All the men looked like his dad, all the women his mom. Which is to say, all the men looked like him, and all the women were beautiful. I listened less and less each time. We knew, later, why he was repeating himself—he was sick—but I didn’t think to ask why he repeated this story above all others. I see him there, before he has his one big idea. He knew he’d take photographs but not what he’d do with them. He was nineteen with a camera around his neck. It was the one time he would travel across the ocean, to the town where his mother was born and everyone looked like her, a woman he mostly knew from photographs. He was five when she died, from something like an aneurysm. In his only memory of her, she was sitting on the edge of the tub, drawing a bath. Away from his friends, he was quiet, no longer the joker. That’s what I imagine. He took his pictures in a single afternoon, and when he got back home, he developed the film and made the enlargements. That fall, he and his friends would have a show in a storefront gallery in their college town. His friends’ black-and-whites were glossy eight-by-tens of beautiful, smirking women, half-empty glasses of beer, ashtrays full of cigarette butts. Dad’s were huge, the size of royal portraits, and hung behind thick gray cloths. People had to lift them to see. Each time they did, because he hadn’t used fixer on the prints, they exposed the photographs further, the images growing paler and paler the more they were seen. After college, he got a job, got married, had Sister and me, got divorced. I suppose he’d wanted to be a photographer. He went from artist to hobbyist to a collector of cameras. He’d had his best idea when he was nineteen. The more he told us about it, the less it meant. Those long weekends under a blanket of smoke, watching old movies, the same ones over and over. When I found the photographs in the shed, a stack of prints wider than my shoulders, they were, of course, blank. That was the point. Dad’s one good idea had been to erase everything. I pulled the mower out into the grass and carried the trays and enlarger and books inside the house and set it all on the floor next to his clothes. I left the prints inside the shed. I didn’t know what else to do with them.



The next morning was another impossibly beautiful day. Sister and her boyfriend and I pulled out card tables from the garage and arranged Dad’s clothes and dopp kits on top. We pulled the furniture out of the house, re-creating the square of his living room on the driveway. We turned over the scorched couch cushion. We put strips of masking tape with prices in marker on everything. Sister’s handwriting was illegible, mine hopelessly precise. She had called the local paper to place an ad, a small, gray square of a listing among many other small, gray squares. As we were nearly finished setting up, a neighbor man walked over with a mug of coffee and told us that Thursdays were actually the best days for garage sales. Saturdays were, well, kind of for amateurs. Thank you for this useful information! Sister said.

Sister’s boyfriend had graduated a few years before her, but now he was back taking a sales class at the junior college. It mostly involved reading a big, floppy textbook and doing role-playing exercises. He was steadily amassing techniques and phrases meant to persuade the unsuspecting into more readily parting with their money but in a way that they were happy about or didn’t notice. I sat with him behind the card table at the lip of the garage and let him practice on me.

What if I told you that you could have this hammer— he held it up—the bucksaw, not two but three pairs of tube socks, and I’ll throw in this eleven-foot tape measure—the twelfth foot is free—all for the low, low price of fourteen dollars?

We’d found a box of promotional tape measures from Dad’s work. They were pocket-size and stamped with the company logo. At first we were going to sell them for a buck a piece, but Sister’s boyfriend had the idea to use them to sweeten deals in the making.

What if I told you … You have to frame it like a question, he said. People want to say yes.

I thought people wanted to say yes to him. He hit that small-town Midwestern ideal of easy attractiveness. He had pale blue eyes and trim blond hair. His body hinted at a past full of high school sports and cheap beer. People genuinely liked him, including Mom and Stepdad. He noticed something specific in everyone he talked to and found a way to let them know, but he was also a smart-ass. At the time, sarcasm still rang for me with the instant power of a secret password, and when I was in college he’d email me every so often to make sure I was studying but not too much. Or he’d share some rhyming poem he’d written about how Sister was being a crab. He once told her that cauliflower was made up, that our parents hadn’t had it when they were kids, and we should ask them if we didn’t believe him. It was like he was trying out for the role of brother in our family, and while we didn’t currently have any openings, we were happy to keep him on standby. He said he was just dicking around with the class, but I could tell he was getting a kick out of it. He seemed to get a kick out of most things. His energy for it all was something to behold, when I would have just as soon set the house and everything in it on fire. Except for the big things like the computers and the TV and tools, none of it was worth much. But there I was with the cashbox in my lap, cool against my thighs. And there was Sister’s boyfriend sitting next to me with his sales-for-dumbshits workbook. And there was Sister with a canvas money belt around her waist. And there was nearly everything my dad had ever owned—folded and wiped off and ready to be sent away for a few dollars an item. Stuff doesn’t mean anything, I reminded myself, eyeing a silky gray shirt I couldn’t remember Dad having worn. Then I imagined myself into a future where I would regret us having gotten rid of any of it. Should we actually keep the house, I thought, and everything in it like a private museum we could visit whenever we needed to?

Prices so low, we’re practically giving them away, Sister’s boyfriend said to the street.

During a lull, I walked out to the backyard. The mulberries were ripe. The skirt beneath the tree was a redolent mash. I grabbed a bowl and picked all I could reach and took the bowl to Sister.

I hate mulberries, she said.

Maybe we could bake them into a pie, I said.

They taste even worse cooked, she said. They taste like nothing.

I’ll have some, Sister’s boyfriend said, and stuffed a few into his mouth. They’re good, he said, cheerful, and Sister rolled her eyes.

People drove by slowly, assessing from afar, before speeding away or parking and taking a lap on foot. One guy pulled over and leaned across the passenger side of his truck to ask about a pair of thermoses. He wore tinted glasses, and there was more ash on his cigarette than cigarette.

How much? He flipped his chin.

I stood, alternating holding them up: This one is three, I called out, and this one is five.

Give me the fiver, he said, ticking in his middle and forefingers, his other hand hooked on the steering wheel. I jogged around to his door. He gave me a five, I gave him the thermos, and he drove away, the eagle-eyed man with the hard, round belly. Fiver. The cigarette hadn’t left his mouth the whole time. Dad would have loved it.

Then this woman with a quilted sack bag and a rag tied around her head and a man twice her size walked up slowly. We hadn’t seen where they’d come from. The man disappeared into the garage, while the woman picked things up off the table, frowned, and tossed them down. I sat and watched her. Sister stood behind me, arranging bills in her money belt, while Sister’s boyfriend pushed the push mower in the backyard. It still works! he yelled.

These are ten dollars? the woman asked, holding up a pair of Dad’s tennis shoes.

Yes, Sister said.

But these shoes have no laces.

They’re basically new, Sister said.

But they have no laces. The woman pulled in her chin, as if to distance herself from the very idea of a pair of laceless shoes.

They’ve barely been worn, Sister said. If at all.

I’ll give you two dollars for them, the woman said.

We’d decided that we’d agree to lower prices as long as the offers were reasonable. It was also, by that point, late in the day. An hour earlier, we’d adopted an everything-must-go mentality, but I could tell without looking at her that Sister wasn’t having it.

You will give us ten dollars for those shoes or you will leave with no shoes, she said.

The woman looked at Sister with a disgust so acute you could practically hear it. Somewhere along the way, we’d learned to avoid drawing attention to the fact that our family didn’t have a ton of money. When we heard classmates talk about package vacations, Christmas gifts to the tune of TVs or cars, or how they didn’t have to think about whether they could afford a new album or pair of jeans, we kept quiet and waited for the conversation to move elsewhere. We performed it with an adaptive, near genetic ease. A dorsal fin cutting through water. No one had taught it to us. Now here was this woman—with her gray hair matted beneath a bandana, skin knotted with hard wrinkles. This coarse, vulgar woman who couldn’t even imagine nice things let alone try to get them—shoving what she lacked in our faces.

You girls know that bargaining is a part of this, right?

We were young and looked younger. The woman must have taken us for a couple of teens whose parents had gone out of town and left the liquor cabinet open. Most days I didn’t brush my hair. I was tired all the time, but my skin was soft and unlined. My body was something to behold, even though I exercised it only once or twice a year. Sister looked like an actress who’d become popular on a show about flirtatious virgins who had the vocabularies of grad students. To a stranger, she wouldn’t have seemed intimidating. But when she got angry, her face rearranged itself. It got harder. Her stubbornness always surprised me. It made me think of my mom’s mom and dad, and their moms and dads and what their lives had been like. I know the Dust Bowl wasn’t an ideal set of circumstances, but when Sister got this way I became convinced she would have had no trouble surviving it. I imagined her as a Walker Evans heroine, twenty-four years old and wearing a dress she’d made out of an old flour sack, skin browned and wrinkled from the sun and ceaseless work, elbows sharp as blades, sitting folded over on a broken porch, a baby wailing at her breast, and she making a face like, Ain’t this some shit. She wasn’t going to stone-soup it, feed herself with faith and optimism, but through sheer force of will and the power of her own hatred she’d make it out alive.

My son needs to use your bathroom, the woman said, tossing the shoes back down on the table. Her son—who was wandering the garage with his hands in the pockets of his overalls—looked to be no less than two decades older than her.

I don’t think so, Sister said.

I have never heard of this, the woman said.

Sister said nothing.

Bud! the woman called into the garage. She looked back at Sister, who never had the trouble I did maintaining eye contact, especially with someone she wouldn’t have minded gutting with the nearest sharp object, which in this case was the branded letter opener of a local mechanic. The woman hitched her bag on her shoulder.

You girls don’t have any idea what you’re doing, she said, and started off. The man followed behind her with the certainty of a metronome set to its slowest tick.

Get some laces at the fucking drugstore, you stupid old bitch, Sister said, once they’d disappeared down the street. A particular brand of cussing, just beyond what felt natural, was still exciting for us.

Goddamn cunt, I said.

I hope she dies, Sister said.

I hope she gets dementia then dies.

I hope she gets cancer and dementia and her family has to put her bitch ass in a nursing home that smells like piss and she hallucinates that bugs are crawling in and out of her holes for five years and then dies.

That would suck, I said.

This sucks, Sister said.

What if I told you—Sister’s boyfriend had come up behind us—all of this could be yours for the low, low price … of nothing?

He knew how to stall a moment at risk of sliding too low. On the car ride home after Dad had lit up the couch, he had said to Sister, I’ll say this, he’s still got some fire left in him. He took our misery, looked at it, and always, eventually, gave it back, but somewhere in the exchange he made it lighter.

He rubbed Sister’s shoulders and after a minute she shrugged him away.

We packed what didn’t sell into the back of our grandpa’s borrowed El Camino. We were too tired to make any decisions about what we’d donate or hold on to to try to sell again, so we tarped and tied and drove everything down to Mom’s. We stacked it along the inside of the garage next to her station wagon, then got dinner at the diner. Counting out cash for the bill, Sister’s boyfriend said to her, Gimme the fiver.





4


After the sale, Sister and her boyfriend returned to their jobs and chain restaurants in the suburbs. She calculated risk for an insurance company. He account- or project- or data-managed accounts or projects or data at an analytics firm. Its name suggested worldwide influence and included at least four initials. I kept looking for jobs in the city. No time is a great time to be in this town, but something about summer is worse. Nobody I knew was around. There was nothing to do. I was too shy then to go to bars alone. Just think if I’d come here. I might have never left. I hate to break it to you, but it’ll take some doing to get rid of me now. This summer has felt like that one. Like a waiting room. When Stepdad told me the liquor store that had sponsored my peewee softball team was looking for someone, I pretended I didn’t hear him. I crawled beneath the heat, resuming my reclined position in front of the TV.

I decided on a Wednesday that Thursday would be the day to get things done. I’d take the rest of Dad’s stuff and have another sale at Mom’s house, this time alone and in miniature and, as Dad’s neighbor had so helpfully noted, on the preferred day for garage sales. Sister had already shown me how it was done. It was only a matter of replicating her actions. That morning, I moved Mom’s car out to the street. Thursdays she worked at the clinic across town, and if the weather was good, she walked. Stepdad was already at work, his truck absent. I unfolded a few card tables inside the garage’s mouth and put everything light and loose on top of them, the heavier items on the pavement in front.

In some respects, the day didn’t deviate much from my other days. I was still doing quite a bit of sitting, but now the hours breathed with purpose. Neighbors came, picked, paid, left. I tidied and straightened. There wasn’t the same sense of buoyancy as when Sister and her boyfriend were with me—it’s tough to make an inside joke with yourself—but I felt, if not happy, then at least less saddled with my own uselessness. Whatever didn’t sell, I’d pack up and donate to the St. Vincent de Paul. I had made the decision on my own, and when I called Sister at work that afternoon, she told me it was a good idea.

At the usual hour, Stepdad’s truck pulled up in the driveway. He parked and got out. He stood for a moment then stepped forward. His tennis shoes were large and black and clunky and he had his keys in his hand.

Move all this, he said. I need to park my truck. He stood at the lip of the garage and made a shooing gesture.

He was so abrupt, I couldn’t respond.

Come on, he said.

It’s my dad’s, I said. I’m having a garage sale. My voice was bloodless.

I don’t care. Get it out of here.

His truck was big and gleaming, much wider and longer than a regular truck, wider and longer than the foreman of an electronics plant needed. Its bed lay empty and pristine. I’d never seen anything in it. I’d been told to be very careful the few times I’d climbed in the back. I’d been told to be very careful whenever I parked my mom’s car beside it in the garage.

Come on. Move all this shit. Now.

It didn’t matter that I was about to call it a day, pack everything up, and drive it to our one and only secondhand store then come back home, shower, and pack myself away upstairs, which was decidedly separate and apart in a way that made me feel like a squatter, the request came to me as an impossible demand, and I experienced something like a splitting, because a second self stepped forward and spoke for me. Her voice was mine, but she was out ahead of me. I can’t remember what she said or the order she said it in, but it was along the lines of fuck you and fucking asshole and a reminder that her father was fucking dying and that this fact could maybe take precedence over her stepfather’s stupid fucking truck.

My stepdad called her a bitch, and I turned, walked out of the garage, and went inside the house and upstairs. I sat as still as I could in the chair in front of the TV. My limbs felt empty, my head like it might drift off my body.

I heard Mom come home—the front door opening and closing—a muffled conversation, the back door opening and closing, and a scraping around in the garage. I got up and looked out the window. I watched her, in her pale blue scrubs and white tennis shoes, as she broke down the tables in the driveway and slid them in the garage. She drove the truck back in, then closed the garage door and came into the house. I heard dinner being cooked and the TV yelling. I stayed upstairs. She never came up or called up to talk to me or tell me there was food. I was waiting for something to fix itself but realized it wasn’t going to. I called Sister and told it to her.

Jesus Christ. What the fuck, she said. What a dick.

I had half expected her to reprimand me.

He can’t park his precious truck out on the street for one fucking night, she said. Or a couple hours? And Mom hasn’t said anything?

No.

With her questions, it was as though she had been there instead and was telling it to me. I started sniffling.

My friends and I are going camping this weekend. You’re coming, she said.

And that was that. She and her boyfriend picked me up the next day, and we drove a few hours north, where we ate bratwurst and drank beer and rode bikes on paths that cut through a pine forest. Her friends were from work, her age or a little older, and they asked me about college and my job search and where I wanted to live and what Sister was like as a kid. They were kind and silly, city and suburb people who looked to Sister for how to start the fire and the best place to pitch their tents. Two days later Sister dropped me back home.

I did my sparkling best to ignore Mom and Stepdad. I slept late and came out of hiding only after they left for work. I went upstairs before they got home and came down into the kitchen once they’d retired to the living room after dinner, the TV flashing around their dark backs. It didn’t occur to me that Mom must have been avoiding me too, going out of her way not to get in mine. I’m sure Stepdad didn’t think of me. He did whatever he wanted.



A few days later, College Theater Boyfriend called to say he’d be driving through on his way to his teaching appointment. Could he stay with me? Of course, I said, excited for someone, and one of my favorite someones, to come in from the outside.

The next morning I got up early and went down into the kitchen to break the silence with Mom. She was at the counter, dressed for work, drinking one of her smoothies.

Can he stay with us? I asked.

It seemed like a formality. I was out of school, he wasn’t my boyfriend anymore, and what could be the problem with that? Still, it was funny to be asking if I could have a sleepover.

You’ll have to ask your stepfather. It’s his house too.

She drained the rest of her green drink, rinsed her glass in the sink, and put it in the dishwasher—all, impressively, without looking at me. I felt the kind of confused surprise as when a friend pretends suddenly, in public, not to know you. She disappeared into the bathroom to brush her teeth.

You’ve certainly been a bit of a brat, I thought later that day. When I heard Mom and Stepdad come home from work, I decided now was as good a time as any to suck it up and be an adult, even though I felt like an Anne of Green Gables type, constantly being forced to apologize for shit that didn’t need apologizing for. What good was it if you didn’t mean it? Nothing, which is probably why I went ahead. After dinner I went up to Stepdad in his chair. Mom was on the couch, and the TV, as it was so often, was on.

Would it be okay if he stayed over? It should be noted that College Theater Boyfriend wasn’t just some random boy who’d put his fingers and then penis, and always with very kind regard, inside of me. This was someone my stepdad had met and liked.

No, he said, turning a page of the newspaper, then looking up. Not after the way you talked to me the other day.

I looked at Mom, who was reading a magazine article so engrossing that she heard neither my request nor Stepdad’s answer nor did she even see me standing there, two feet to her right. Once again, I turned around and went upstairs. I sat down on the couch in front of the TV. There it was again, that anger, but now clotted, and me, the stupid little girl thick with it. It was all very strange. Three months earlier, it was my stepdad who’d started the standing ovation in my college’s fine arts building for my boyfriend’s portrayal of Jim Casy in The Grapes of Wrath, the town’s first-ever joint college and community theater production. It was even stranger, because both Mom and Stepdad seemed to like said boyfriend more than I liked said boyfriend, maybe even liked said boyfriend more than they liked me. They hadn’t hid their disappointment when I reported at graduation that we were no longer an item.

A half hour later, the door to the stairs creaked open and closed, and a body stepped up gingerly and sat down in the chair next to the couch. Now it was my turn to pretend eye contact was all but impossible between two people who went as far back as the two of us did, which is about as far back as any two people can go.

Here, she said. She held out a fifty-dollar bill, folded into a square the size of a matchbook. It wasn’t what she normally carried, and I wondered where it came from. When I studied abroad, Europe’s big monetary switch went down, and I kept a fifty-euro note in the impossibly small fifth pocket of my jeans for emergencies, a compact square I’d end up using on duty-free booze in the airport on my way back. I wondered where Mom kept her fifty-dollar bill and why she thought she needed it.

You two can stay in a hotel.

Of course by hotel she meant the motel on the river. You have surely heard of those who make plans to end their lives outside of the home, those who bring cases of drugs and alcohol to a room and go, go, go, take it in, until all the drugs and alcohol are gone or they are. That’s the way I think of that motel. It’s where you go when you don’t care about yourself anymore, never did, or you don’t have any other options. I always thought the sign out front was funny: Best motel by a dam site. How would you go about verifying a claim like that? An incredible, disgusting place. When Mom said, Stay in a hotel, she could have only meant that motel, the only and abominable one, the best motel by a dam site, because anything outside of town, any real hotel, would have cost more than the emergency fifty she was giving me.

If I said anything, it was, I don’t want that. I don’t know, I don’t remember. Either way, she stood and left the bill folded on the empty rocking chair, where I got to consider it for the rest of the night, before putting it on the kitchen counter the next morning.

Like a lot of kids, I didn’t always trust adults. I sensed that most of them were morons. To me, Stepdad was a deep-voiced force that had to be catered to and asked for love and good humor, but I never thought that whatever wrongness I felt in response to him made him wrong. I was only ever anxious. And Mom was Mom. It’d be hard to say what I thought of her at the time. I hadn’t gotten the distance to form an opinion. But right around then I made a switch. Some thoughts aligned and formed a new one. I felt right refusing that money, though it may have been small, and within that rightness I realized something: My stepdad was an asshole and my mother was a coward. You all may have already gotten there, so I’d understand if this doesn’t strike you as especially revelatory. But at the time it felt like an impenetrable code had finally been cracked. Two adults were telling me something and I knew immediately they were wrong. It rang so plainly. Telling you all this has dug up something else. Loath as I may be to admit it, I understand now why people argue for the fluffy comforts of therapy. Confessing can lead you to what feels like wisdom while releasing you from the weight of its terrible insights, like writing the names of your enemies on a piece of paper before setting it on fire.

When College Theater Boyfriend showed up late the next night, I ran out to his car in the dark with pillows and sleeping bags and told him where to go. I can’t remember how much I told him, but he must have understood why we drove a few towns away to sleep on the floor of an empty house I still had the keys to.
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In October, I got a job in the city as an assistant for a group of medical journals. They published major original investigations on heart disease and breast cancer and sometimes case studies on oddball maladies like worms eating people’s brains and outbreaks of E. coli at state-fair petting zoos. Those were my favorites, the little stories. Behind all the scientific terminology, I recognized the poor soul whose fatal error had been swimming in some bacterial river or not washing his hands before scarfing three hot dogs. I spent the first two weeks driving twenty minutes to the end of the commuter line, taking the train into the city, then riding two subways to the office every day. It took over two hours. I’d work a full day then do the whole thing in reverse. I walked in the door after Mom and Stepdad had already settled into the dark living room, and we all let it—the light of the TV, the dumb plotline that wanted to go on uninterrupted—preclude any conversation that might have happened among us. I ate and showered and dulled out with a half hour of TV of my own before going to bed.

Moving into the city saved time, but it also meant it wouldn’t be until Thanksgiving that I saw Dad again. That night I was supposed to meet Sister, who would be coming from her boyfriend’s family’s house a few towns over, and afterward they’d drive me back to the city, before angling out to the suburbs.

I don’t mean to say it this way, I’m not trying to sound dramatic, but the days had gotten shorter and they’d keep getting shorter until they circled back around to a more reasonable length, so it was dark by the time I showed up on Thanksgiving, and even darker in Dad’s room. The only light was from the TV and the hallway. I saw Sister’s boyfriend first, standing near the window. He gave me the kind of smile you see at funerals and raised his hand at his hip to wave. Sister was sitting on the side of Dad’s bed with a milkshake in her hand, and Dad was lying down behind her. This is no way to say it, but he looked like a prisoner of war or someone found after years in a basement. He’d started at a deficit, wiry thin after his first go at being sick, but now his bones were asserting themselves quite a bit more, or rather his skin and flesh were asserting themselves quite a bit less. His angry eyes had been replaced by the deadened glaze of a frightened animal. Dad escaping the assisted living facility, Dad wandering the halls at night, Dad demanding, Let’s go—none of it was good, but at least it was spirited. This is all my fault, I thought. He had changed, he’d been changing, but my time away had made those changes starker. All of this did its work on me in an instant. Sister must have seen some evidence of this on my face, because she gave it back to me, a cringing look that said, Sorry to break it to you, before switching it to an almost maniacally cheerful, Okay, yes, let’s go!, as she tried to gauge Dad’s interest in the shake in her hand.

Dad, do you want some shake?

He made a sound like huuug.

She looked up at me and made a face like, I don’t know!

Dad, we’ve got a shake for you. Vanilla. Do you want some?

He made another noise, this time like, Mm, which Sister picked up and extended into an okay, so that the whole thing came out as Mmmokay! She smiled big and stuck the straw between Dad’s lips.

He recoiled, slowly, the straw tip flipping out of his mouth.

He probably just can’t do it, she said. I’m gonna help you, Dad, she said louder. She took the straw into her mouth and sucked until some of the shake rose to the top, then put it back to Dad’s lips. This time he turned his head, and a thin line of milkshake slid down the side of his chin. Sister wiped it up with a napkin. Her face stripped itself of what she had been forcing.

The nurses say he’s not eating enough, she said.

This was nothing new, but I might as well have been hearing it for the first time. In his dark room, I was an astronaut on a solo journey out beyond the Earth’s atmosphere. Something was going wrong, and my crew back home wasn’t able to convince me. You don’t get it, they were saying. You only have this much oxygen. And I didn’t believe it, even when I looked at the tanks myself. None of it sank in until hours later, when I checked the tanks one more time and thought, Oh, I only have fifteen minutes. I’m not gonna make it home.

I can’t remember what the next two weeks were like. They wouldn’t have been memorable. Sister and I wouldn’t necessarily have talked. She had her job and I had mine. I sat perched at an open desk down the hall from my boss’s office. People walked by and asked me to unjam the copier or find an express mail form, and I would, and they seemed surprised that I could help them. I was cheerful and sarcastic, my interactions clean and bouncy. I was young. The weekends were for drinking, and none of my behavior would have looked so alarming. I was just another twenty-two-year-old erasing herself as much as she could every Friday night without dying. Saturdays I’d lie on the couch with a headache and a sour stomach, watching hours of cooking programs on public television. (Not for nothing, I’d become a pretty good cook.) My roommates—two girls from college I’d stop talking to within the year—sometimes paused to watch with me before getting on with their own days and nights. It was hard to know what I was thinking. The goal would have been not much.



Everything arrived with a one-two beat, like someone clearing their throat before speaking: a noise to draw your attention and then the real thing. The week of, Sister called me at work. I recognized her number as it came up on my desk phone, gray rectangular numbers on a digital screen.

They think it’s gonna happen this week, she said. The signs are all there. They say he’s stopped eating and his feet are turning blue. I can get you Friday after work.

Okay, I said. It was something like a Wednesday. It must have been Wednesday.

Whatever I did next would have been my normal thing. I finished the workday. I took my trains home. I cooked and ate. TV? Reading? I don’t know.

The next morning I timed getting up so that I could stay in bed as long as possible but still beat my roommates to the bathroom. I put on a dress, black tights, and a pair of stiff black Mary Janes that were a half size too small, making my already small feet look even smaller. It was something people felt free to comment on. The work hours passed uneventfully. I read all the new reviews on a music website I liked. I scrolled through a list of upcoming concerts. I read a feminist blog. I looked up the Missed Connections for my neighborhood, my train line, the entire city on a communal message board to see if anyone had missed me. In the late afternoon, Sister’s number came up again.

They think it’s gonna happen sooner. Not necessarily tonight, but we should get down there, she said. When I didn’t say anything, she said, His breathing has changed. I’m driving into the city now. I’ll pick you up at work. A half hour. I’ll call when I’m downstairs.

I wrote down the time on a pad of paper. I made a point to sit still. It was already dark out, and I could see my reflection in the window of one of the empty offices, except it was doubled, one me overlaid the other. I watched the clock on the phone and the one in the upper-right-hand corner of my computer screen. When fifteen minutes had passed, I got up and went to my boss’s office down the hall. She was seated at her desk, her suit jacket behind her on the chair, her toned arms bare in her sleeveless blouse. In our short time together, I’d become intimidated by her in a way I liked. It was easy to know how to be when I thought she might yell at me for doing the wrong thing. She was petite, styled her sandy-blond hair like a middle-aged politician, and walked faster than anyone I knew.

I need to leave early, I said. There’s a bit of a family emergency.

I felt silly. It was close enough to the end of the day that such an announcement was probably not necessary. I’d said family emergency and suddenly worried she’d need me to explain what kind of family emergency it was. I hadn’t told her anything about it. I hadn’t even hinted that something was happening that might later become even more something. I imagined having to start from the beginning: Well, so my dad had cancer the first time and that ended up okay though he was really skinny after. Somewhere in there we realized he was forgetting a ton of stuff and wasn’t taking care of himself and then he set his couch on fire but not on purpose so then my sister, I have a sister, she’s older, just two years older, she thought we should put him somewhere, and we did but he tried to escape, or really he did escape but not super far, so then we put him in this other place and somewhere in there we, but really it was my aunt and maybe my sister, decided not to treat his second cancer, he got cancer again, because of what was going on with him mentally and really because his body wouldn’t have been able to handle it and now, as you might expect, the kind of nontreatment of the cancer is killing him, and, well, sooner rather than later, meaning, like, now, so I need to leave a little early if that’s okay with you.

Oh, okay, she said, looking up. She raised her brows, and when I didn’t say anything, she gave me a tight smile, nodded, and looked back down at her work. I walked back to my desk, shut down my computer, and grabbed my things.



The drive down was the fastest Sister could go without crashing, the slowest she could go without driving backward. It was like a hurricane or flood or tornado—you can feel almost excited for the inevitable, frightful thing. There was a great deal of movement inside my body. I made a point to sit as still as possible. Sister’s profile looked as sure as ever. Her body was firm in the driver’s seat. Scattered along her jawline was the evidence of a few zits she’d done a number on then covered up with makeup a shade either too light or too dark. I was careful with my words. Anything mundane—weather, traffic—would thud against the mutual atmosphere. I was looking for a certain purity. I thought it might be funny to say, He was a good man, in part because Dad would have also found it funny, but even I could read a room on occasion and kept it to myself.

We’ll just go straight there, Sister said after some amount of silence. She was preventing me from having to use the words it would have taken to ask if we would stop at Mom’s house first. So she said it, and then I, not wanting to create the awkward possibility of cutting her off or our words overlapping, waited, and after some additional amount of time, I said, Okay.

She turned the radio on just quieter than what would have been useful. An old, deep-voiced news anchor narrated the end of the day. Then he read an essay about his favorite movement of his favorite symphony. The roads weren’t icy, but still I imagined a crash that would bring about my and Sister’s ends both at once, and the idea felt very tidy.

Let me say, before I get to this next bit, I know that everyone’s parents die. I know that. And I know that some people don’t get to spend much time with them before it happens, sometimes none at all. Like my dad, he barely knew his mom. It’s just that for me, it happened at exactly the right time. Like reading a book exactly when you need it. It can most work its dark influence on you. Growing larger than it otherwise might. It can balloon to the size of your living room, your bedroom, your house, so that little space remains. Anything can become the story of your life if you let it and I suppose this became mine.

I remember watching him play solitaire after the divorce. I’d wake up in the middle of the night and sense I wasn’t the only one. I’d find him in the back room, the computer screen the only light, and sit in the desk chair beside him. We’d sit together like that, neither of us saying anything, until he got in a spot and hissed, Damnit. When he finished he’d wink at me and we’d watch each card bounce off their stacks across the screen. I didn’t know it then but he was giving me a glimpse into my own eventual adult hours, the kinds of things you can do in the dark by yourself. During the summers he’d put on basketball if the city’s team was in the playoffs, which they often were. He’d tell Sister and me that the last five minutes were the only ones you needed to watch.



It was after visiting hours when we got there. They’re expecting us, Sister said. The attending nurse, a woman with a big head of frizz and thick, round glasses followed us to the doorway of his room. She told us again what she’d already told Sister, that he hadn’t eaten in three days and that they expected something to happen within the next twenty-four hours. She told us the hospice woman would be there the next day. Tonight we were on our own.

Dad was in his bed, which had been pivoted out perpendicular to the wall, where it normally sat flush. I realized later it must have been so they could bathe or adjust him more easily, one nurse on either side. He lay on his back. The knobs of his joints were visible through the thin white blanket.

I imagine he’ll sleep through the night, the nurse said, and then she left.

Sister followed her out and pulled in a thin recliner from the sitting area that matched the recliner on the other side of his bed. We sat ourselves on either side.

Hi, Dad. It’s me, Sister said.

I echoed her, It’s me. Then, after a beat: It’s us.

His eyes were half-open, looking up at the ceiling. They shifted toward Sister, then me.

We each touched the hand closest to us. They were dry and cool. We gave them a rub and a pat. I had never done this to Dad or anyone else before.

The nurse brought in a pair of blankets for us, light blue and fuzzy with a ribbon trim. We sat up until he fell asleep. Then we opened the recliners and lay ourselves down, and if I slept too, I don’t remember it.



Our aunt and uncle came the next morning. They stood bundled in the doorway, my uncle in a puffy black ski jacket; my aunt, a pearl-colored wool coat. Their scarves were wrapped snugly around their necks, the ends tucked away. They owned a condo in a mountainous town in the West and they looked like they were headed there now. The white walls were scuffed behind them. They took off their coats and hung them on the back of the door.

Why is it so cold in here? my aunt asked, rubbing her arms.

Something is up with the heat, I said. And you’re not allowed to use space heaters. It’s against some regulation.

Well, she said, and left the room. We heard her talking to the women at the nurses station. I couldn’t make anything out. My uncle stepped forward with his hands in his pockets. He looked down at Dad, still sleeping, with his head tilted, his face soft. My aunt’s voice, pointed with a haughty anger I was not used to hearing, rose to say, My brother is dying.

I had no idea if my aunt employed house cleaners—her big beige home was always impeccable—but I knew the way she’d speak to them if she did. She came back in and stood along the wall opposite Dad’s bed. Soon the nurse with the glasses came in with a small, grilled heater. We all watched her bend over to plug it in, the thick lines of her underwear visible through her scrubs. The thing came up to a gentle red glow.

You’ll have to take responsibility for this, the nurse said, pausing her gaze on each of us.

Yes, fine, my aunt said, shaking her head. Her eyes had gone wide and she crossed her arms.

Sister and I each gave the woman a closed-mouth smile as she left the room. We gave up our chairs and stood leaning against the windowsill. My aunt turned the chair and sat on its edge, while my uncle stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders.

Hey, she said to Dad, and touched his hand, and he blinked.

Dad, for his part, did not have a ton to say. It made me wonder what his last word had been, delivered to one of the staff members days before. Coffee or out or shit.

The air warmed. The TV, muted, flashed bright deals for cars, catheters, vacuum cleaners, and a bag that kept heads of lettuce green way longer than was natural.

After an amount of time that fell somewhere between much too short and not nearly long enough, my aunt leaned over, kissed Dad on the forehead, and got up. My uncle laid a hand on Dad’s arm, then came over and hugged us. My aunt hugged me and then Sister, whispering into her hair, then they put their coats on and left. It was still morning. The hospice nurse had not yet arrived.

Where are they going? I asked.

Home, Sister said.

Are they coming back?

She said she can’t watch her brother die.

Did you tell her it’s not exactly a picnic for us either?

Sister leaned forward from the window and walked to the other side of Dad’s bed, curling up in the chair where our aunt had sat. She closed her eyes. They both looked like they were sleeping.



Sometime after noon, a pear-shaped woman in scrubs came in with a bulky leather bag. She introduced herself to us, shaking our hands. We spoke on the phone, she said to Sister, then hung her coat on the back of the door. She looked like a woman you’d see alone at church, with her fluffy bangs and soft behind, a woman standing up to ask for prayers for her brother or adult son and his unspecified ailment. A lonely woman who spoke of her own pain only vaguely or in the language of God.

She sat down on the edge of the chair next to Dad and placed her hands on his arm.

Hi, Frank, she said. I’m Miriam. I’m going to take care of you. If you understand, can you blink for me?

Dad blinked. Sister and I looked at each other.

He’s probably having trouble seeing, she said.

He’s not wearing his glasses, Sister replied.

The woman smiled. Aside from that, she said. It’s something that happens at the end of life. He can still hear, though. Let’s get you some water, she said to Dad.

The woman got up and left the room. Her sneakers made no sound when she walked. She came back with a cup of water and a straw with a square sponge attached to the end. She dipped it into the water and wet Dad’s lips. She dampened it again, pressed it to his lips, and a trickle of water seeped onto his tongue. He coughed from somewhere near his Adam’s apple. I thought back to a few weeks earlier with Sister and the milkshake. It was hard not to think that we had at one point or several made one or several mistakes.

The nurse folded back the sheet and blanket. She lifted Dad’s white T-shirt a few inches and gently ran her hand along the side of his stomach.

I think it would be a nice thing to give him a bath and change his sheets, she said. That will help keep these bedsores at bay. Would you girls like to help me?

We nodded.

The woman left and returned with a slim stack of linens, then went back out for a washcloth, towel, and plastic tub filled with soapy water, which she placed on a side table. Sister and I stood together on the opposite side of the bed. She rolled back the top sheet, pulled it out from where it was tucked at the foot of the bed, then gathered it into a ball and placed it behind her on the floor near the closet. She lifted Dad’s shirt up to his chin, then bent his arms, one at a time, inside of it, and pulled it up over his head and off. The collar caught on his nose and he winced slowly. She dipped the washcloth in the tub, wrung it out, and ran it gently over his chest and arms. His chest was caved, his arms bony, and the skin loose. It’s hard to see his face now. I can’t remember it. What it was doing, what it looked like. It’s a strange thing to say, but I wish I were there. I would do it again. That cot of a bed, it couldn’t have been comfortable, but he would still be there. The nurse dabbed the towel over him and put him in a fresh T-shirt. Then she rolled down his sweatpants, sliding them from beneath his hips, off of his ankles, and added them to the pile of linens behind her. Dad was wearing a white diaper. It was too big. His legs looked too small within its bulky plastic—the way babies born prematurely look wrong, like animals. She undid the adhesive tabs and slid the thing from beneath him. It would have made everything worse to look, so I looked.

Perhaps sensing her mistake, the nurse looked at me until I looked back at her and she said, If you could hold him up, and she tilted him toward us and we held him while she used the rag on his back and backside and the backsides of his legs. He seemed upset by the discomfort—we were gentle, but it was awkward. When she eased him back down from us and got a fresh diaper to put on him, Sister and I looked away. Together we worked a clean pair of sweatpants around and on him. He was a mild participant. The nurse lifted the fitted sheet from the bed at the corners and slid it down around the edges of Dad’s body. She gestured to us to help her with lifting and tilting him, so that she could slide the sheet from beneath him in increments. Then she took a clean sheet and we did it all in reverse. She took a pillow and placed it beneath his knees. This will relieve some pressure, she said. After we pulled a blanket up to Dad’s chin then folded it down to his chest, the woman ran a hand along the side of the bed and gave a little nod. Everything was fresh and straight. There was no denying it was a little better than before. We took turns straightening our backs, then Sister walked from the room, her arms held down at her sides, a mechanical walk, as though she were suddenly tasked with demonstrating how you walk across a room and, under scrutiny, had forgotten how to do it. When she came back in, her eyes were red and shining. Sister and I put ourselves back in the recliners on either side of the bed. The nurse sat down in a small chair next to the closet. She folded her hands in her lap. The TV was on again or had never been turned off. One of the network stations was deep into its midday programming. Women with microphones clipped to their collars were asking an expert man, How much cinnamon is that? Or, Most people do less than five but you suggest fifteen, even twenty? Or, You have absolutely no memory of your mother? It was a Friday, a day I’d normally be sitting hungover at my desk, scrolling through classifieds for used coffee tables or galoshes, before running to the restaurant across the street for crab rangoon and Thai iced tea. One woman showed another the best way to wrap any present of any size and shape. At the end she tilted the woman’s book up for the camera. It was a how-to book: the best way to do everything.

The nurse took out a medicine dropper from her bag.

Near the end of life, it can be difficult to breathe. Breathing becomes labored. Your dad’s not necessarily in pain, but breathing can be harder. A little bit of morphine can make it easier. And it will help him relax. Would you girls like for your dad to have some?

We nodded to each other then the nurse.

Frank, we’re going to give you some morphine, she said. It’s going to make it easier for you to breathe.

Dad blinked.

Would one of you girls like to give it to him?

When Sister didn’t say anything, I said, Okay, and the nurse handed me the bottle.

He can take more, but let’s start right now with just two drops. Could you open your mouth for us, Frank?

Dad opened his mouth. It quivered slightly. I squeezed two shaky drops onto his tongue. Dad blinked, then closed his mouth and swallowed, though the amount of liquid was no more than spit.

The nurse looked at her watch and said, We can do more in a couple hours, and wrote the time down on a pad of paper.

Dad had looked clenched, a stiff anxiety on his face, the way the dog would tense if another animal came into the yard, not looking at but not looking away either. Soon Dad’s face softened, and later in the afternoon, the nurse handed the bottle to Sister.

The window, opposite the door, looked out onto a field behind the home. Pieces of dry stalks stuck out at sharp angles from the ground. We were still approaching the shortest day of the year, and around four, the sun made its exit. The field grew shadowed, the sky got dark, and the window reflected the room back to us: a lamp in the corner near the closet and the small square TV with its bright white news of local crime and local sports and national political scandal, and then the four of us.

His breathing is slowing down, the nurse told us. The breaths are becoming more spaced out, which tells us we’re getting closer.

We nodded. Sister and I sat on either side of the bed. The nurse pulled her chair up beside Sister.

This would be a good time to tell your dad anything you’d like to tell him. As I said, he can’t see you, but he can hear you.

If there was something important, something I hadn’t yet said, I couldn’t think of it. I didn’t know what it was. It’s the kind of thing that takes years, maybe an entire life, to figure out. I wish I had known you better, was no thing to tell a person when they could no longer do anything about it. And besides, the thought only occurs to me now.

I leaned in. I love you, Dad, I said. Can you hear me?

Dad blinked.

Sister leaned in. I love you, Dad, she said, and he blinked. And we know you love us too, she said. He blinked again. A string of tears leaked out the sides of his eyes and ran down his face to his ears. He took a deep breath and held it. Then another.

The nurse asked us if we’d like to say the Lord’s prayer. Sister and I nodded, because she asked so gently and any suggestion seemed better than none, but I also thought, despite myself, That doesn’t mean anything to me, and it was strange to realize I didn’t know what it meant for Dad either and I couldn’t ask him, Dad, who had attended church in my youngest years but never after, but who would keep odd books scattered about his house that had to do not with how to live spiritually or morally but whether or not Noah’s ark actually existed and could they prove it. When the nurse held out her hands to Sister and me, we took them, because it felt better than not taking them. I don’t know about this, I thought, as we all said the words, long stamped into our memories. I don’t know you, Miriam, I thought, your manner is soft and strange, this is all much too intimate, but you are the only one who is here. There was something reassuring about us saying the same thing at the same time. When we were done, our faces were wet. The space between Dad’s breaths was long and growing longer. He would breathe in and seem to hold it, let it out, allow a space, then take another big breath. Without thinking, I matched him. Sister and I each touched one of his arms through the blanket.

You can let go, Frank, the nurse said. Then he must have, because he released a breath, and the space after it went on. I waited for another one, but it didn’t come.

The nurse had pulled us in, one hand to Sister and one across the bed to me. Now Sister reached across Dad for my other hand, and I gave it to her. The nurse let her head fall, and Sister and I, intentionally or not, mirrored her. Sister and I cried, and the nurse squeezed our hands. I lifted my head, empty and tingling. The nurse stood up, and we stood, and she hugged us both. Then she guided Sister and me from the room and into a pair of chairs opposite the door. She went over to the nurses station and spoke quietly to the two women, then the three of them walked in. I had matched myself to Dad’s syncopated breaths. Now my breath came large and even. I noticed the picked skin around my thumbs, the brushed pattern on the linoleum tile, the fluorescent lighting overhead and down the long hall.

I don’t know all of what they did in there, but when the women led us back in, Dad’s eyes had been closed and his hair was damp and combed. His arms were placed outside of the blanket straight down at his sides.

You can say goodbye to him, the hospice nurse said. I looked at him for an amount of time that felt right, less for myself than the women standing behind us, heads down, each clasping her hands before her. I leaned down and kissed his forehead and Sister did the same. We went out into the hallway, where Sister had a short whispered discussion with the nursing home nurses, while the hospice nurse stood with her hands folded together.

I must say that I very much appreciated the hospice nurse’s blankness. Not blank but empty. Or not empty but uncomplicated, unassuming. Like a drink with only one ingredient in it. Or a vessel that can be filled with any liquid. Her kindness had not extended beyond its borders. As Sister and I stood zipping our coats and tying our scarves, she asked us if it would be all right if she gave us another hug and we nodded. She had not offered comforting words, which was itself a comfort. Instead she had gone about her work quietly. She had told us exactly what was going to happen and then it did.
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It was written down somewhere that Dad wanted to be cremated. Or he’d told us or our aunt. We all knew and we all agreed. No plot, no stone. But apparently this didn’t mean that he didn’t want to be embalmed and shown to the living first. Or at least it wasn’t specified. Every funeral I’d been to before that—which would have been my dad’s dad, two great-grandmas, and a high school history teacher—had featured some postdeath version of the guests of honor where they were all brought back to what was supposed to look like a predeath version of themselves. Their cheeks were colored in with a bunch of makeup, their hair was fluffed into a circle, and a perfume or cologne they’d worn while they were alive was touched around their ears and neck.

The man at the funeral home spoke so carefully that it was hard to see he was being shrewd. When Sister and I stepped into the funeral home’s carpeted sitting room the morning after last seeing Dad, it felt like walking on the squishy grass of a bog. I appreciated quiet, but the place seemed to preempt and disappear the very idea of sound.

If you want, the man said, sitting across from Sister and me on a floral couch, we could embalm your father, and if on the morning of the service, you see him and decide you no longer want to show him, you don’t have to. That will be that, he said. The man’s sandy-blond hair was thin and fluffed and had some kind of product in it that held the strokes of his comb in place. He was at least ten years older than Dad, and I couldn’t help but think that when his own number was called and a colleague ran through the disgusting processes necessary to make him presentable to a crowd before he was dropped into the earth forevermore, his hair would look exactly as it did now.

It’s up to you, he said. But—and here he paused, so as to proceed even more delicately—other people, beyond the family, appreciate seeing the person when giving them their last goodbye. His wireless glasses looked weightless.

Other people, Sister said, and, it should be noted, at a reasonable volume. She looked at me. What do you think?

I felt pricked. I hadn’t expected to be asked my opinion on the matter.

Okay, yeah, sounds good, I said. I didn’t realize until I spoke that I was going to agree with whatever she said, though later that day or year or decade, I remember thinking, What other people? Who were these other people and where had they been? And what kind of person prefers to see a dead body? And of a loved one, no less? And why were we looking to placate these people? Who were these great-aunts and uncles and second cousins who’d made themselves scarce for the past three years but who somehow still held silent voting power, like corporate board proxies, over whether or not they could see my dad one more time for the duration of a single glimpse during the parade of the living past the dead at the end of a funeral, before they crossed themselves and ate coffee cake in a stuffed living room, concealing their secret exuberance, the kind that only came after they saw the dead body of a distant relative? But here was an adult making a suggestion, and we agreed, if only to get out of that noiseless room.



Before contact between Mom and me fell off completely, whenever Sister and I visited home, we ticked back a few years to our younger selves. We lay on the couch downstairs and watched TV and refused to help in the kitchen. We insisted that ice water was better when Mom made it for us. We whined for back scratches and for her to brush our hair, though she rarely indulged us, and only begrudgingly. She was best when she was rolling her eyes at us or when dealing with discrete crises. Once, when I was twelve, I crashed my cousin’s go-kart at the edge of a lake. It was my first time out and I’d gotten the pedals spectacularly mixed up. After I’d reined in my theatrics, having kept my crying going even after it was clear I wasn’t getting in trouble, she forced me back behind the wheel and directed me slowly around the lake’s gravel road, keeping her voice calm and even from the passenger’s seat. Then, as if this first incident had been a dress rehearsal, a few months after getting my license, I sideswiped a classmate’s car in the rain. The damage ended up being just a small dent and a lost bumper, but I was, again, crying a tad more than the situation called for, while Mom rubbed my back and said, Come on now, everything’s fine, until I stopped. When the action was hot, she played it cool. A particular kind of mundane emergency focused her. She stepped in with her Midwestern efficiency and handled it, treated it as no big deal.

But Dad. The whole thing was too protracted. It seeped down too deep. That summer Mom had watched me leave the house to see him or get back from just having seen him, and she had nothing to say about it. She only made this cowed look and usually not even that. The expectations on her must have seemed very clear or very confusing: an ex-husband dying in the same town where she lived with her current husband, between whom there was no love lost. I can’t remember Dad and Stepdad ever having a conversation, or even begrudgingly shaking hands, but the way they talked about each other would become a lesson in shitty suggestion, one I’d later use to ask bosses seemingly benign questions about coworkers I didn’t like.

Mom did visit him once that summer, past the point where I could tell what it meant to him. The two of us had driven over on some hot weekend afternoon. I went in the way I always did, but now she was behind me, signing the registry, walking past everyone in their wheelchairs in the common room, then getting buzzed into the dementia wing. I had felt her eyes on the place, her body seizing up like a rabbit’s.

Dad was on his bed, propped on one elbow, watching TV. He saw Mom and sat up, nodding with an almost sheepish look on his face.

How are you feeling, Frankie? she asked, standing beside the head of the bed. She spoke in the voice she used with old people from church.

It’s like everything is inside this watermelon, he said. He held his hands out to either side of his head to show how big it was. Then he dropped his hands and made his face where he crinkled his nose and bugged his eyes. Dad shook his head then went back to watching TV. Mom sat down in a chair, and eventually he fell asleep. Mom made a show of getting her eyes wet, which did little for me, and then we left, or maybe only she did.

Mom was more effective when she intervened with a clean practicality, like a surgeon who specializes in a single procedure. That’s probably why the day before the funeral she drove Sister and me to the nearest mall to get Sister some black clothes.

There are no good dresses! Sister wailed, flipping through a dense circle of department store blouses.

We’ll get you a black top and a nice pair of slacks, Mom said.

I don’t want a top. I want a dress.

It doesn’t matter what we wear, I said.

Sister looked appalled. We’re the daughters. We have to look good, she said.

Or, I said, we’re the daughters, so it’s understandable if we look bad.

Sister’s boyfriend had stopped by my apartment and picked up my makeup and my dress. It was the same one I’d worn at my great-grandma’s funeral a few years earlier, and the same one I’d wear for my grandma’s funeral, a great-uncle’s funeral, a friend’s younger brother’s funeral. Like a pair of overalls you wear exclusively for painting. Mom made Sister buy a pair of black pants and a black turtleneck sweater even though she hated it.

I look like a sad beatnik, she said. To me, that was an endorsement. We drove to a big-box so Mom could buy deli meat and a vegetable plate. Sister pushed a cart behind her, seemingly only so she could have something to lean on. Her posture was collapsed like a surly teenager’s.

What else do we need? Mom asked.

I need toilet paper, I said.

I can’t believe you can think of buying toilet paper right now, Sister said.

I still need to shit, I said unconvincingly.

Mom angled off with her own cart to the fresh-food section, while Sister and I wandered to the paper aisle. My roommates and I were engaged in a silent war over who was responsible for the purchase of the next round of toilet paper. I wanted to shut them up forever. I found the biggest package I could find and hugged it off the shelf and laid it in the cart. Sister was bent over with her arms folded on the handlebar.

Your shoe’s untied, I said, because it was.

Sister bent down to tie it, but she made it too loose so that one end came out when she went to pull it tight. She tried again but no dice. She sighed and pushed her arms down to her sides like she were angrily skiing.

You just put the rabbit in the hole…, I said.

She started to give it another shot, but her balance must have been disrupted because she slowly toppled to the side, letting gravity do its thing. Then she crawled into the lowest shelf among the paper towels. Her blue-jeaned ass, then calves, then feet disappeared. At one end of the aisle, a woman pushed a cart with a baby in it. One year old, maybe two, who could tell?

I knelt down. Sister sat cross-legged as far back as she could go. She looked small and shadowed.

I don’t want anybody to see me crying, she said, her face down.

Even me?

I don’t know, she said, and slid a jumbo pack in front of her.

I stood up and surveyed the paper towels. Select-a-size, full sheet. Huge rolls, mega rolls, giant rolls, regular rolls, recycled rolls.

If you’re crying, you couldn’t have picked a better place, I said. I’ve found, in my many years of weeping, that most people don’t like to witness it. It trips an immediate fear, which trips an immediate desire to erase it. Oh, don’t cry, they’ll say. But it’s never bothered me.

I saw an argument for fishing Sister out. I was pretty sure you weren’t supposed to make yourself a part of the store’s infrastructure in that way. Sister was average weight-wise, but the shelves probably weren’t equipped to support her long-term. And eventually the store would close. You weren’t supposed to stay in the store after they shut and locked the doors. That I knew. But also, I suppose Sister didn’t actually want to be in there. Inside the shelf, she was probably more at risk of drawing attention to herself than she would with the crying, the very thing crawling into the shelf was meant to hide. But I also didn’t want to rein in any emotions she might at last be letting roam free.

Mom rolled up with her cart. She’d added noodles and an onion and a big can of tomatoes and black knee socks and a small feminine tube of something or other.

Where’s your sister?

I pointed.

Hon’? she said, ducking down.

Mama? Sister’s voice came out muffled.

Mom stood up and took her small, square purse off her shoulder, wrapped the long strap around it, and stuffed it in the place in the front of the cart where babies go. She ducked again, farther this time, and wiped aside the pack of paper towels, the same way in the commercials the paper towels wipe away a pool of red liquid. One moment there, the next gone.

Hey, Mom said.

Hey, Sister said.

We should probably get back to the house. She spoke tenderly.

I don’t know.

I got stuff to make spaghetti, Mom said.

Spaghetti?

Mm-hm.

What kind?

The meat kind. My meat sauce.

With garlic bread?

Yes.

Salad?

If you want.

I don’t want to do anything. I don’t want to help.

You don’t have to.

I would also like to not do anything, I said, but Mom shot me a look that said, You will be mincing some garlic later.

What do you think, Mom said to Sister. Sister didn’t say anything, but then came the creaking of metal, and Sister slid herself out on her butt. Mom hoisted her up, hands in hands, and put her arm around Sister’s shoulder, pushing the cart with her other hand. It was notable, I suppose, when and upon whom you were willing to spill yourself. Mom must have appreciated the opportunity to serve. She had been something of a lame duck throughout the process, but now here she was, cleaning up a mess.



Sister and I went over early the next morning, me in my funeral dress and she in her black turtleneck and slacks. (Rather than a beatnik, she actually looked like she was interviewing for an internship there, but I held my tongue.) The funeral director led us to the main viewing room. Up front, flower arrangements sat on wooden pedestals on either side of the casket. The head-half was lit up under recessed fixtures, the whole thing tucked within a kind of cubby. Beige drapes were tied back on either side, like a head of hair parted down the middle. The director walked slowly to the front, and Sister kept pace beside him. For my part, I was walking both forward and backward at the same time, a tactic that succeeded in keeping me near the room’s entrance. At the front, the director opened the box, just as Sister, in a moment of uncanny synchronicity, hinged down at her waist. I’ve never seen the exact moment when water freezes, but I know, like anyone, that there’s a second when it gives up its last bit of liquid form and hardens to a point at which it will, short of lab manipulation or another planet’s extreme temperatures, harden no further. Sister’s body gave me the flesh and blood version of this, because while it had already been straight and firm, when she bent down to look into the box, though it was nearly imperceptible, I saw her back stiffen into a hardness I recognized immediately as an end point for live human backs. She pivoted on a firm axis and looked at me.

Looks good, I called up. Let’s go for it.

The funeral director looked back as well. I could see his soft funeral director smile even from where I stood.

It’s difficult, he said, I know. But most people are grateful to have this time. This alone time. He said it as much to Sister as to me, intuiting that she was my enforcer.

There’s a preferable distance from which one views the embalmed body of their dead daddy, and that is, I believe, thirty feet. Whatever distance it was from the back of that room to the front. Unfortunately, I shortened the space. The soft carpeting was not eager to release my steps. Eventually I arrived and took my place between the two of them. I first noted the periphery. The curtains hung in half circles so stiff, their surface so rough, that the fabric looked like poured concrete. The lighting fixtures were angled so that they all pointed at the head of the casket, as if to say, Get a load of this. The flowers were damn near bursting with grief. I touched a carnation, crisp and buoyant. Sister nudged me. I looked down at Dad’s head, every inch lit up full and even. I kept my eyes there for as long as I thought I should. I looked at Sister. I made my eyes just wider than they went naturally, but didn’t move any other part of my face. Sister, in turn, did something similar with her eyes back to me. That old telepathy, where one of us said, So, and the other said, I know. Then we both looked back at Dad or somewhere just to the side or above or below.

Now, I know we had talked about possibly not doing the open casket, the director said. As you can see we’ve done some restoration. We filled in his face to give him a fuller appearance, something closer to a younger, healthier version of himself. The man people knew best. You can perhaps see that in the cheeks and around the eyes. And we put a little bit of color on everyone. Perhaps that goes without saying. Yes, well. We take great pride in our work, but of course I leave the decision to you.

We nodded to him.

Thank you, Sister said.

Yes, thank you, I repeated.

You just let me know what you’d like.

We nodded to him then to each other then kept nodding. We looked at Dad. We nodded. We angled our eyes back toward the other and nodded and either I sighed then Sister sighed, or she sighed then I did, or we both sighed at the same time, and Sister said, What do you think, while looking down at Dad.

There’s a lot to consider, I said.

Yes, she said.

That is Dad, I said.

Yes.

Though I wonder.

Yes?

I wonder.

Mm-hm.

If that’s.

Yes?

Really Dad.

Yes, I see, Sister said.

Sister looked past me to the director, who had placed a hand on my shoulder, and I remembered a time in high school where a fellow mathlete had put his arm around me during a team photo and I hopped out from beneath it just as the picture was taken under the guise of being spontaneous and playful, forming claws with my hands and making a roaring noise.

I think we’d like to—and here Sister pantomimed the folding shut of a book—close it.

Okay, he said.

We appreciate your work, she said. It’s just that, like my sister said, we knew our dad in a different way.

Yes, of course, he said, placing his hands together and bowing slightly. Whatever you wish. I can do that now—he put a hand to his chest—or I can give you some more time with him.

Sister spoke slowly. I think I’ve had enough time, but my sister may not have. She narrowed her eyes at me and smiled, and I thought how unfair it was that there was only enough room for one body per coffin.

You know what? I said to the director. I’m good. And here I put up my hand, the same way I’ve declined a waiter’s offer to wrap up the second half of a sandwich.

Of course, the director said. He put both hands on top of the lid—and in the short pause there, I was reminded of a game show in which contestants reached high above their heads to spin a huge colorful wheel, whose numbered slots corresponded to prizes they could win later on in the program, the entire show leading up to that very moment—and he brought it down over Dad’s face.

I’ll give you two a few moments alone, he said. Sister and I watched him walk the length of the room and out. I let the silence reassert itself, like a mist settling into the carpet, before saying, They really made that dead guy look like shit.



Closer to the truth, or the truth we liked better, was the picture of Dad that the funeral director put on an easel to the side of the casket. It was the last good picture of him, taken sometime between the cancers. It was the one he’d paid great sums of money for to use on the dating website. He was sitting on a stool in front of a blue-gray cloth, smiling and leaning forward, with one leg propped on a rung of the stool and his arms slung over his knee. He was wearing a nice sweater, patterned with wavy stripes and lines and dots. His hair was freshly cut, and his glasses were clean. He looked happy, maybe a little too skinny, but in many ways like himself, or a self we were glad to see memorialized in a picture that would look out at the small crowd of people who’d come to mourn him.

The service was in the evening, and that afternoon Sister and I prepared some notes to deliver. We assembled a few nouns that had to do with who we thought Dad was: a coffee drinker, a golfer, a camper, a movie watcher, a storyteller, a wisenheimer. Eulogies aren’t hard to write. You just choose a form—in our case, the list—and fill it in. Include an anecdote, a very short story that illustrates some greater point. People are impressed because it sounds crafted—they’re impressed you’re able to craft anything at all—when really you can treat it like a Mad Libs. Sister and I stood up together and delivered it dry-eyed in front of a bunch of relatives we’d seen only a handful of times and some we’d never seen, including all six of Dad’s uncles. At least half of them had also had prostate cancer at one point or another, and they all looked almost identical to Dad’s dad, which meant they all looked like older versions of Dad. There was also a group of Sister’s friends from high school and work, my two roommates, and a woman with a round face and round hips who we didn’t know but who came up to Sister and me after it was all over and told us that she’d met Dad on the dating site he’d spent all that money on, that they’d gone out a few times and had had a nice time together. She’d seen his obituary in the paper and thought it would be nice—everything was nice with this woman—to come and pay her respects and hand us a card expressing her sadness that there should be such a thing as death and that Dad had fallen prey to its inevitable menace. Sister and I didn’t know what to do with this information, besides to say, Thank you for coming, that’s very nice of you. A few beats after she left, we said, What was she wearing? A little casual for a funeral. What does she think this is, some kind of mixer? Dad’s sister and her husband and their three kids nodded to us and said that our words, which, again, were just a list we swept together from the average of twenty-three years we’d known Dad, were beautiful and that Dad would have been proud to hear his girls say them. I said thanks then took a bite out of one of the sandwiches Mom and her sisters had made from deli meat and Hawaiian rolls and a smear of mustard. They were by no means revolutionary, it was just putting a few things together, but people seemed to appreciate them, maybe because they were so simple, but maybe also because grief, I’ve heard, makes people either very hungry or not at all. For me, one of the very hungry people, it was the most delicious sandwich I’d had in some time. Not for nothing, Hawaiian rolls are also the perfect vehicle for a funeral sandwich. They’re soft and pliable and easy to shove into your mouth. I took advantage of this, so that whenever the conversation turned to me and I was asked to carry it, I’d take a bite and point to my mouthful of sugary bread and roast turkey, as if to say, My apologies, Dad’s second-oldest uncle who is still living, I’d love to go into detail about my father’s bowel movements in his final days, but I’ve got an entire mini sandwich in my mouth, maybe even two or three at this point, and probably will for the foreseeable future, and besides I don’t believe I have access to that information, so you’ll just have to use your imagination with regard to the innards of a dying man and when they may or may not have ceased their regular production, then I’d pretend to laugh and walk away.

Mom eventually grabbed Sister and me to take a picture with our three cousins on Dad’s side, because she hadn’t seen them since the divorce and had missed them becoming adults and who knew when she’d see them again. I don’t know if you’ve ever been forced into a group photo at a funeral, let alone your own dad’s, but it makes for a funny dilemma, deciding what kind of face you’re going to put on. People, especially women and girls, are expected to smile while their picture is taken, but smiling can feel a bit labored at a funeral. But seeing those pictures years later would leave no ambiguity around what I was feeling when Mom took out her camera—still not sure why she brought a camera to her ex-husband’s funeral—which was very, very uncomfortable. After it was all over, Sister and her boyfriend drove me back up to the city and dropped me off at my apartment, where I realized I was, I don’t know how, hungry again, but there was no food in the house and I had little motivation to remedy that. My stomach was empty, and I told myself as I got into bed that it wasn’t an entirely unpleasant feeling.

I gave myself over to the rhythm of my days. I saved my louder behavior for the weekends, when there was an afternoon or two built in to recover from what I decided to do to myself the night before. Over the course of the next year, I’d meet and spend time with three young men whose fathers, I’d find out soon after sleeping with them, had also died—when the sons were five, fifteen, and twenty-one—and it felt like I was fulfilling a prophecy whose purpose was unclear even to its diviner.
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That next summer my mom killed the dog. Not killed. Put down. She put her down and when she told Sister and me, I cried for days, including an embarrassing episode in my boss’s office one afternoon. That dog was the best dog. We called her Pretty. She was a spazzy shepherd dog. Just a border collie mutt, but she was so pretty. We’d put peanut butter on her nose and make her lick and lick at it. We’d wrap a kitchen towel around her head like an old babushka and then hold her snout and kiss her nose. One time she was in the backyard and we called her into the house from the sliding glass door but the screen was closed. She ran and tried to jump in but bounced off and fell. She was so confused. She was so dumb. Oh, Pretty! Such a pathetic dog. Yes, a toast to Pretty. Sure, a toast to my dad too.

Three years after Dad made his untimely exit, Sister and her boyfriend got married in the ballroom of what used to be the mayor’s mansion, close to Dad’s old house. I ate and drank and danced. I gave a speech suggesting that having a sister is preferable to binding yourself to a romantic partner for the rest of your life, but since sisters are discouraged from marrying each other, marrying a man you already live with is a decent second. Besides, his family was paying for the party. The food and the booze were good, and nobody got sad or sentimental or wistful or melancholy or blank-feeling about there not being a dad to perform the outdated rites of shepherding Sister to the next man in her life. Grandpa escorted Sister down the aisle while I played the role of the devil-may-care sister who really seemed to be enjoying herself, who really seemed to be having a good time. I tilted my glass and rubbed it against strangers’ glasses and said things like, There’s nothing wrong with having a little fun.

Sister and her boyfriend-husband skipped around the country for Sister’s job. Sometimes a whole year would go by without our paths crossing. I never tried to avoid her, but I couldn’t seem to muster the effort to keep us afloat. For a few years I imagined that she and her husband were on an extended honeymoon. It would be rude to interrupt. Later I thought she wouldn’t want to hear from me regardless. To be fair, she did call and email, and one time she sent me a mailer announcing the birth of her child, a little thing that looked more like Boyfriend-Husband than Sister. I was disappointed it didn’t look like me. Sometimes Sister left voicemails, repeating old jokes whose setups I couldn’t always remember or why they were funny in the first place. Prices so low we’re practically giving them away. I’d respond with a joke of my own or email her a picture of a whitehead on my jawline that was about to erupt and she’d write back, Hell yeah, and that would be that. When we did talk, the trick was to share very little about what was going on with me. I’d skate across the surface of my life, telling her about a raise at work, a haircut I felt good about, a new rug. Sometimes I’d crack when it felt like I needed her. A man had broken my heart. I had a tax question. Then I’d catch her up on all the unfortunate shit that had led me to break my fast.

I couldn’t keep things going with Mom the same way. She never said what she wanted from me, and when she said nothing, I was happy to assume that that was what she was after. I admit it was funny to see how many unreturned calls and messages it took for her to stop reaching out. Her voice became weary, then alarmed, then annoyed, then weary again. Sometimes she’d check in with Sister to see what she knew, mostly whether or not I was still alive and Sister’d tell her a summarized version of my days. It was hard to know whether or not I was breaking Mom’s heart, and even harder to know if I wanted to put an end to it. I never did, so I guess there’s your answer. After they retired, Mom and Stepdad left Island City for the dry air and tax breaks of a state out west, where there were no islands and very little water to speak of. They couldn’t sell the house for what it was worth, so they put Sister in charge of renting it out to people in town. Sister used her share of the insurance money from Dad to put a down payment on a house outside a foggy coastal city. I felt superstitious, so I socked my stack away and didn’t make any plans to spend it, thinking I’d need it when fate figured out my address.



One morning two years ago, an actor’s face showed itself to me. Some slice of a dream or the end point of a bunch of dumb associations set off while I was writing a not great article for the not great website I worked for. The actor’s entire career laid itself out to me like a highlight reel: His teen-movie breakout, his romantic comedy period, his dramatic turn, his even more dramatic turn, and then his early death a year later—pills on a bedside table, white sheets, puffy comforter, a shocked housekeeper. It all came to me in perfect chronology, one image after another. It struck me how much I knew about this stranger. I’d accumulated all these details without trying. I turned over in bed and realized I couldn’t remember his name.

It was a Saturday or Sunday. I hadn’t drank the night before. Not a lot anyway. Maybe a little. I wasn’t sick. It could have been the usual amount. I decided I wouldn’t get out of bed until I remembered his name. It was sunny, the light in my bedroom bright and even. I imagined the light was the same as it was in the actor’s bedroom the morning his housekeeper found him. I ran through the alphabet. I sensed that he was somewhere in the middle, both his first and last names. So I started at the beginning and listed whatever men’s names I could think of under each letter. But his name wasn’t common, as it would happen, and I ran through the alphabet without it coming to me. I had to pee but I stayed put. I went back to the beginning, trying to pull more names from each letter, though I mostly repeated myself. I felt an anxious grinding, a slow suspense—like seeing a shadow but not what’s casting it. My bedroom didn’t help. It was overlit and ordinary. The mini blinds were dusty. My sheets were greasy. Everything was the same except this gaping hole in the middle of the floor. It was so black that it swallowed any light that fell over it. I kept going. I squeezed my pelvic floor muscles and a tickle crawled up to my neck. I went back through the alphabet again. Finally, the name appeared, the same way the actor’s toothy grin and soft curly hair had. I got up to pee. It felt like I’d finished the crossword during a house fire. Everyone knew the actor’s final role had taken a lot out of him. He threw himself too far into it and developed a terrible depression and insomnia. He’d been taking a lot of pills, some prescribed, some not, and the combination would kill him. I realized a strange thing then, but maybe not enough to help me, that you could die from pretending.

I’d been working as a writer for the not great website for almost four years. I sat in a big, open room lined with desks, barely a thumb between them. There I collected the news of the day and rewrote it in what was supposed to be the website’s irreverent voice, though most of the time I came across as flip and more than a little tired. The stories were salacious, sometimes alluring, but ultimately unimportant—what one celebrity said about another celebrity’s oddball kid, a middle-aged woman who fell in love with the swarm of ducks that had attacked her. That kind of thing. I felt embarrassed they were attached to my name, but I’d remind myself that no one knew who I was or cared. Once a story was published, it’d appear at the top of the site, hover there for a while, then get pushed progressively further down the page by newer stories, some of which I also wrote, until they disappeared too.

What’s the word for when…, the other writers would ask the room. They got paid more than me to write about whatever they wanted. No regurgitated news. They published profiles, interviews, long-form essays. They weren’t ashamed to say when they couldn’t find what they were looking for. I never asked. I didn’t want to tip my hand. What’s the word for when you feel like you’ve suffered a head injury but have not suffered a head injury? What’s the word for when you feel like the world is moving away from you? What’s the word for when you feel like an unsolvable problem? My boss said the most important thing was for me to be fast, but ever since that morning I found I couldn’t write a single sentence without holding it up and shaking the change from its pockets until only the driest facts remained. And even then, a simple but important question asked itself over and over: Who cares? It’s not that I cared a whole lot before, but I was losing what used to come readily. My vocabulary was shrinking like the permafrost. I’d follow a leap-frogging path of thesaurus entries until I landed on a word that was next to but didn’t quite fit the smoggy meaning I had in my mind. It’s like when I was a kid and would watch dubbed, censored versions of R-rated movies on network television. All the swears were replaced with darn and shoot. Women’s breasts were blurred or erased with black bars. I always wanted what was on the other side, but I couldn’t get there. This would have been bad enough on its own, but it created an insult-to-injury-type situation: Because of the nature of the problem, I never got the relief that can come when you accurately describe whatever’s bothering you. Sure, I had no one to tell it to either, but still. And it wasn’t just my bank of words getting smaller, but what I could make them do. I’d always been proud of the way I could pound quips down to their fewest syllables. The way I could find the rhythm that suited each sentence best. I even liked metaphors, the flourish of an analogy: This is to that, as that is to this. I used to be able to dress language up. I’ve never liked a whole lot about myself, and the world hasn’t done much to encourage me, but at least there had been that. Now it was all going bye-bye. It was a real bummer.

I moved through my days as usual. There was the long walk to the subway, where I’d maneuver my body alongside dozens of other bodies in the same train car every morning. Coffee breath and salty armpits and flesh leaking out from shirts. Then the push through the office hours and its pile of tasks to eat my way to the other side of, the talk of weekends and weather, whether or not a coworker had enjoyed the execution of the plans they’d made the week before. Then the return train, a looser ride, and a meal at home or out with a friend, an acquaintance, and then a drink, a few drinks, sometimes sex, with a man or alone, then reading or TV, then sleep. It wasn’t the blunt repetition that got to me. I never pretended I was supposed to be happy. This convinced me I was more enlightened than most people I knew. They got upset over just about anything: a snapped shoelace or rude waiter, arts budget cuts, layoffs at work, deportations of strangers, the death of a grandparent, a breakup, climate change. What were they expecting? I wanted to tell them that none of this is supposed to work. Instead I’d listen to them mewl over some woman who’d cut in front of them at the coffee shop and wrinkle my nose and say, That sucks. Or, Life is hard. Or, It sounds very difficult to be you. (That last one I meant the most.) One time, in the middle of a coworker telling me about a man next to her on the train who had spread himself out and took up more space than his body required—which, I admit, made me want to carry a bag of rotting eggs to use whenever I got too angry too fast—I got up and, without a word, went to the bathroom to escape her complaints. I was my own kind of cliché. I know that. I expected the worst, felt validated when it happened, disappointed when it didn’t. It’s not a way I wanted to be, necessarily, but I had more or less settled into an acceptance of myself. I’d heard that was healthy. It’s probably more accurate to say that at that point in my life, I knew I was unlikely to change and should stop trying.

To be sure, I’d more or less always operated under this—how should I put it—emotional malaise. It had been with me for a while. I’d accepted it and compensated for it by adjusting my expectations about my own happiness and just how firm a grip I thought I needed on the world. The problem, what got to me the most this time, was how heavy with it I’d become. It was like dental hygienists, how before they take an X-ray of your mouth, they drape your torso in that lead blanket. It dulls you like a drug, just the mass of it. It’s not unpleasant, it can have a calming effect, but it can become too much. The weight is fine when you’re in the chair, but you can’t walk around like that. That’s how it started to feel, the burden of myself. And I couldn’t help but see how much harder it became to snatch joy where I once could. Language jokes, weirdo art films, complementary Italian ices, musical climaxes, smoke from a stranger’s cigarette—none of it had its old effect on me. After three and a half decades on earth, sitting and breathing and walking and looking around, nothing felt surprising anymore. Wonder had drained from me like a slow leak. It’s not that I wanted to be happy (I was keeping my expectations realistic), but I wanted to feel like each miserable moment didn’t hold a psychic menace. Like each missed bus or burnt piece of toast weren’t fraught with ominous meaning. The meaning being that I should end things sooner rather than later because the conundrum that was my existence wasn’t going to solve itself anytime soon. It became hard not to see how what was happening to me was part of a progression that had begun long before I’d realized it. My body and mind had been scheming, building since my birth this thing, a Rube Goldberg device of trapdoors and cages, which ended with a black boot hinging to kick me off a ledge.

I started to look at trains differently. There was something too sickening, too thrilling, when one would approach. I’d stand on the elevated platform and watch its eyes peeking up from the underground. Then it’d set off, gathering speed, rushing, compounding every thought I’d had about other trains and what I wanted this train to do to my body, and then it would burst into the station, flinging my hair back, unhinging my stomach. I thought of all the times my morning commute had been delayed by what I had at first thought was a mechanical failure. Later I’d check the news and there would come that incredible phrase: body on the track. What a climax. What a solution! I know you all aren’t the confessional types. I know this may all be a bit much. But once I got over the initial hump of bad feeling, once I realized what was happening to me and I broke the unfortunate news to myself, I was able to see the situation from a clear distance. If you consider yourself the problem, killing yourself is one way to solve it.

I fell asleep at night imagining myself in the hospital, dying from some slow, invisible disease, weak and breathing shallowly out of my dry lips. I thought about stabbing myself in the gut. I thought how I could make it happen but eliminated methods that might leave me brain-dead or brain-damaged or in any way significantly altered if I failed. I’d read an article about a local woman who’d drunk drain cleaner but lived and what her life was like afterward. She was jobless, almost homeless, and had to wear a backpack of nutritional sludge wherever she went. The cloudy feeding tube went straight into a slit in her stomach. So I knew I had to be careful about it. I knew I had to be careful about killing myself, because I didn’t want anything too bad to happen to me. I didn’t want a feeding tube. I didn’t want to carry around a backpack full of protein gunk. I just needed something that could get me close. I needed an epiphany, the kind that only comes midair after you’ve jumped out of a building.
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I did what I could to ignite the pilot light of my life. I played my music as loud as it would go. I ate anything I could get my hands on. Anything that hurt to eat it. Acid so sharp it’d make me sweat. Salt that scrubbed my mouth raw. Dishes so spicy that the owners of the local Thai place hesitated to serve them to me. I didn’t enjoy the effects of the heat so much as endure them. My mouth tingled, my chest fluttered, and, later, my digestive system made its processes a lot more obvious. I ate foods I’d already had too many of. But I kept pushing them into my mouth one after another, thinking that something might happen once I passed my lifetime threshold: one thousand hamburgers, five thousand tacos, eight tons of marinara. I’d keep going until the thing in front of me was gone or a hole in me felt filled in. I’m not going to lie, it wasn’t always enjoyable. But it was always, undeniably, something. I started masturbating more than usual. I went at it like a man bailing water from a sinking ship: in the mornings before work, when I got home, before bed, anywhere I could in between. I got back in touch with a man I’d known and spent time with, and only ever for one reason. It had been a few years, but it took only one text before he was standing in his dark-blue jacket outside my building, then following me up the three flights to my apartment. He was as efficient as a drug dealer. None of it was about desire or even pleasure, but survival. I felt sure each climax would bring me to the next minute of my life. The music, the food, the fucking—it all sated me in the moment I was able to reach a peak, an isolated second when my mind overflowed, then emptied itself and steadied, and I didn’t want anything more. But it didn’t last. Not long after the pressure in my bloated belly eased, I’d get hungry again. An hour, minutes after I’d orgasm, I was back with thoughts that were as heavy and dumb as a dead body.

Alcohol has always been something to do. I like the way it sweeps you along. A high-speed train to a destination that takes longer to get back from than to get to. To be sure, it wasn’t a new development, but you could say that I went from proficient to expert during this time. After dinner, I’d walk to the bar down the street from my apartment. I was lonely and I told myself the drinks and going out to get them was more about correcting my solitude than anything else. I’ve never needed significant exchange. What I liked was being set down beside others like me and left to work on my own personal enterprise, which was to get as drunk as possible, as fast as possible, without summoning the negative physical effects that would follow me to work the next morning. I had no trouble doing the first thing. The second was trickier.

The owners of the bar were two brothers around my age. They’d bought the old bar a few years before that and rehabbed it to look older. It had a yellow-and-green school-tile floor and animal heads on the walls. It had become very popular very quickly. A national magazine that rediscovered my city every five years said it was one of the best bars in the country. Now that even tourists knew about it, I had to time my visits carefully. On weekends, the place was full of people who were, judging by the volume of their voices, afraid of going unheard. That’s no kind of atmosphere. But I favored anything close. Plus the light there wasn’t too dark. The light was perfect, actually. No offense to this place, it’s perfect in its own way. The light there made my drunkenness red and glamorous. I’d drink my drink and smile at myself in the mirror behind the bar. It’s just you and me, kid. I was never so enamored with myself as I was after a few drinks. They gave me the reflection I wanted. Sleepy and silly, my eyes glossed. It would look like a bulb had been turned on in my stomach and was lighting me up from the inside. When I went to the bar alone, it was all I needed—to slip into this other version of myself. It kept me company. It made me bigger. I’d walk home past darkened two-flats and sing a song to myself. I’d become moved by the poignancy of my own voice. I thought that if someone heard my song, someone who felt the same loneliness I did—a vague, weighted sadness they’d lived with all their lives with no idea how to relieve it—it would unlock a truth they didn’t know yet, something about how life was impossibly difficult but that we were all yoked by the same burden and how it could become lighter, if only we’d share it and lift each other up, and wasn’t life actually kind of beautiful, even or especially because of our common load? I’d start to cry, convinced that my singing would cure what ailed those poor, lonely souls, and in the process, somehow, also me.

The next morning I’d wake up embarrassed and with a decent headache. I didn’t always remember the walk home. My memory cut off somewhere around my last drink. Sometimes the night faded out like a song that gets quieter and quieter before it ends. Other times, everything went black abruptly and totally, and I’d have no memory of washing my face or putting myself to bed.

To be clear, the food, the sex, the booze—I didn’t keep them separate. I couldn’t. I’d get home drunk and masturbate, skipping past the internet’s more wholesome fare—like one stepsibling convincing another stepsibling that it wasn’t such a big deal to consummate the fact that they were stepsiblings, seeing as how they were both incredibly horny and their parents were out of the house and, wouldn’t you know it, penetration was already happening anyway due to the fact that they were wrestling half-naked—and go straight for material I wouldn’t consume sober. Nothing I wanted a record of in my digital history. The next morning, with my face in the toilet, I’d think, Nobody knows what it’s like to be me. An invisible audience was watching and I had to preempt their criticism. I admit that my behavior was not always the greatest, none of it would hold up under scrutiny, but I think it was understandable given my predicament.

One Saturday night, a friend and I stopped in the bar on the way home from somewhere else. The smart-ass was behind the bar. He wasn’t one of the brothers who owned the place. To be honest, he seemed fairly siblingless in general. He was young and bald and he maintained a forced distance and cool with everyone. He hardly ever smiled, and he’d weigh each request very carefully, like he’d only make you your drink if you passed his secret test. He made me ask myself important questions like, Who do I think I am anyway? And, Who deserves kindness? The abuse wasn’t unwelcome. That night, after I ordered our drinks and told him to run my card, that we weren’t planning on staying very long, he said, Yeah, right, and walked away.

What a jerk, my friend said. She didn’t know the extent of the one-woman residency I’d been performing there. She didn’t know that it wasn’t that what he said was unreasonable, but that, as one of my professional enablers, it was his responsibility to keep such opinions to himself.

He’s okay, I said. Then I puffed up and said, How dare he. Then I saw myself slipping off my stool one night. Leaning in too far over the bar to get the younger brother’s attention another night. Then another night, every night, my eyes becoming glassy, my face slackening like a melting candle. For the longest time I thought that people saw only what I let them. It was disappointing to possibly, definitely be wrong. I’ll never come back here again, I went on, weakly. But I did go back, and several times. I thought that good behavior going forward might erase the bad behavior that had gone behind, though that didn’t happen either. Every visit I made in an attempt to debunk the previously held view of me only solidified that view and more so than if I hadn’t tried to debunk it in the first place. It was admirable, if you think about it, trying to fix a problem by doubling down on the actions that had created it.

Maybe it will come as no surprise to you that it was around this time that I discovered the pleasures of biking drunk at night. This was last summer. I’d been at a bar outside of my neighborhood, where I hadn’t yet made a name for myself. I was feeling good that first night. I was feeling renewed. The bartenders were laughing at my jokes and smiling at what I could only assume they thought was my good taste and wit, my easy way of being in the world and their bar. The bar had held on to its old, dirty ways. The bathrooms were the pasty color of a whitehead and lit so you could see everything you didn’t want to. The stools all seesawed and their seats were split open. I loved it. So maybe you’ll believe me when I say I like this place too.

We’d been having a grand old time that first night. I was getting to know my new benefactors on the other side of the bar, and my sort of friends were in a semicircle behind me talking and laughing. They decided to leave. I don’t know why you’d want to leave a place when you were still having a grand old time there, but I decided to leave too. I didn’t want to overstay my welcome. My friends ducked into a large, dark car. I got on my bike. There weren’t many cars on the road at that hour. I started out casually, but once I hit the main drag that led to my neighborhood, I worked up to my top speed and I got lost in my pedals’ rotation, mesmerized by how such a simple action could push me forward and so quickly, so seamlessly. I followed the road beneath a shadowed underpass, where the street became uneven and rutted. I couldn’t see every ridge or fissure and my handlebars shook. I didn’t know the best tack to take. Stopping and stepping up onto the raised sidewalk seemed prudent and lame, so I biked faster. It was so dark I might as well have been blindfolded. The thought of hitting a hole and being thrown headfirst to the ground was thrilling. I decided I could die at any moment. I pedaled faster. I tucked my head and leaned forward, my tires and handlebars rattling. When I came out the other side, I was disappointed nothing had happened.

I turned onto the neighborhood’s wide, empty boulevard. Trees lined the street and streetlights lit up the road. I sat up on the bike’s seat, high and breathless. The air was the same temperature as my skin. I was nearly all the way inside of my body. About as far as you could get. I thought, Here it is, here I am. The street, the city, the night—it all belonged to me, and I to it. I started singing to myself. Some old song about tender love and tender hearts being open and tossing your tender heart to the one you love to have a picnic with, a gorgeous spread of love and juicy, tender beating hearts on a blanket to be devoured by the one you love, but why would they eat your tender beating heart if they loved you? I laughed because it was all so silly and lovely. The air, the night, love, music—what a world that there should be music!—and I felt happy.

The next morning, I walked into the bathroom slowly and threw up quickly. It was not indecisive. The noises I made were not discreet. I was glad that I lived alone just then, though I did wonder about the neighbor downstairs. If I could hear her blowing her nose in the morning, surely she could hear me so decisively rejecting the previous night’s intake. I flushed the toilet. The yellow by-product my body had made in response to all the booze swirled in the water then disappeared. The water quivered then settled, clean and new. I panted, mouth open, stomach empty. Then something in my head dislodged, dropped into my gut, and I threw up again, the force of it pushing me forward hard enough that I hit my head on the back of the toilet. Some of the stuff dripped down my chin. Surely I’m empty now, I thought. Then my stomach heaved again, but this time it was little more than a gesture. I eased myself down to the floor and pressed my cheek to the tile. It wasn’t as clean as you’d hope under the circumstances. I closed my eyes. There were screws on my body and they were screwed too tight and every movement I made proved my body’s wrongness. I put my arms around the cold, wet base of the toilet and thought how lucky I was to have found something so special the night before. I had tapped into something pure. Day to day, I was too close to the ground, I thought. My body was slow and heavy with unfulfilled desires in its usual hours. I needed to be lifted.

The trick was holding on to just enough control. I went back every weekend to the bar. The bartenders and I got to know each other. There were the usual suspects: a couple scrawny tattooed guys and short women in stretchy V-necks that clung to the ring of fat pushed above their jeans. And then there was the bartender. The quintessential bartender. He had dark, flat hair, a bruiser body, and a head like a bowling ball. He didn’t talk much. He was actually so economical with his words that I imagined he’d been given a finite number at birth, and every conversation was a challenge to convey what he meant using as little language as possible. He didn’t ask, What’ll you have, but looked at me and raised a brow. He didn’t say, That’ll be five dollars. But, Five, or he used his hand. He never spoke first, and when anyone told him to keep the change, he raised the cash in his fist, just so, just like this, and nodded. I never asked him his name. I didn’t want him to waste one word on me. He was the greatest bartender I’d ever had, the greatest man I’d ever met. I was limp, I was a deflated balloon, and he was solid as bronze. He made my enterprise seamless. Every Friday and Saturday he’d help me drink to the edge of no control, then I’d get on my bike and ride as fast as I could home.

All things considered, it was a good night, my last night at the bar. It was still light out when I got there. I found my usual seat on the short end of the bar’s capital L. I drank a beer, two beers. After an hour or two, someone—it could have been me—put the right kind of music on the jukebox, old songs that could make a person feel plugged into a collective memory, old songs that felt like they belonged to everyone, that were being told by and about each and every person on earth at the same time. I was compelled to dance along. I was off my stool or getting off it. I got off it. In the light of the jukebox, I twisted, I shimmied and ponied. No one joined in. The other patrons sat curved over the bar alone or in conspiratorial groups at wobbly high-tops. A few looked over their shoulders at me, then they went back to their private business of aggressively ignoring one of life’s few pleasures. They avoided participating as though their very existence depended on it. None of you know life like I do! I can’t remember if I said or only thought that or thought it then said it. I kept dancing. I went at it. I pointed my toes. I slinked my shoulders. I loosened my wrists. I shook my head back and forth, whipping my hair around my face. I bit my lip and nodded. A song came on about how long the night is, how the night is practically never-ending, and how we were going to fill the night all night long. Then a song I didn’t recognize came on. It started with a man with a deep voice screaming, pounding drums, and guitar that could under no circumstances be described as subtle. I went back to my seat at the bar, breathless. I expected congratulations or barely contained awe or a finger pointed in my direction, as if to say, You. You get it. But I didn’t get anything like this. Eventually the bartender came over to gauge my levels. Nothing in his face registered my performance, and I wondered if the reason he never talked wasn’t because he knew that words were ultimately useless—and they are—but because he had no curiosity about the world. He was just a dim bulb. I ordered another drink. I was not eyeing my tally closely. When he came back with a pale beer in a wet glass, pinched in the middle like a waist, I leaned in and said, You guys get me. You guys aren’t fancy like some places. You guys just are. It’s not about atmosphere, I said. It’s about being around people. You don’t have to be hip or hiply dressed to be here and have a good time. You just need a few dollars. That’s what it’s all about. Giving people a place to be, giving people a place to connect.

I was getting high off of myself. I was feeling very lonely. I wanted him to feel it. I took the bartender, the quintessential bartender, by the wrist. The words weren’t enough. I had to press the idea into his body. If I could have fucked him with the idea, with the words I was telling him, I would have. But words, sadly, do not work that way. Instead, he took my claw off of his hand, placed it on the bar, patted it, and walked away. Then he got to helping some other patron who didn’t need him as much as I did.

I chugged my beer, then signaled a different bartender for another one. I made short work of it. I saw the quintessential bartender at the far end of the bar, silently laughing his head off at something someone who wasn’t me had said. I doubted anyone around there could be so funny. I had a gift, several, in fact, and no one appreciated them. I was not feeling great. There may have been another beer, but soon enough I was back on my bike where I belonged.

I can’t remember things exactly as they happened, moment to moment, but I do remember having the fierce, angry need to go as fast as I could on my bike. I needed to go as fast as any human could go on any bike, racing someone (myself) or something (death) and having to win, or else something very bad (death) was going to happen to someone (me). I put my head down to my handlebars. My pedaling was fast and ragged. At one point I swerved to avoid a scar in the pavement and heard a car horn honk much closer than I liked. I made the turn onto my neighborhood’s wide-open boulevard and sat up. I had won. I had beat whoever or whatever was behind me. I pedaled with my arms loose at my sides like a can’t-give-a-shit teenager. I thought of the bar patrons, how self-serious they were. How they’d just sat and watched me—or worse, hadn’t—and done nothing. Who doesn’t like music? I thought. Who doesn’t want to celebrate? I feel sorry for you, I whispered. No, I feel sorry for you, I said louder, in response to an imagined person’s imagined recrimination. If you couldn’t connect with other people, what, oh what, was the point? They were cowards, uptight curmudgeons, all of them. Oh, no, they did not know how to go about living well, about living fully, living as hugely and as quickly as possible. I got one of the good old songs back in my head—something about the beat, the soul, the rock ’n’ roll—and sang. I should have been a dancer, I said, and swooned, affecting a golden Hollywood charm in my voice and unfurling my arms and tucking my head to my shoulder. It was then that one of the city’s infamous potholes swallowed, and rather suddenly, the front tire of my bike, and I had nowhere to go but down.

I’m sure I hit my shoulder first and then my head. Relatively sure. There had never been a helmet—that or any other night. Helmets weren’t included in the fun I was having, the freewheeling, bareback, air-moving-my-hair, no-holds-barred kind of fun. I don’t remember the walk home. It would have been somewhere inside of a mile. I remember a haggard limp, then scrubbing my face with a rag, too harshly given the rough state of my skin, and laughing at myself in the mirror or maybe crying. It was almost certainly some combination of the two.

I spent the next day, a Saturday, in bed. My headache went beyond what I was used to. It was like getting it shoved, again and again, into a locker that it was much too big for. I got up to throw up. I didn’t keep count. The rest of the day, I tried to stay very still. I propped myself up with pillows, thinking that if my head had borne the brunt of, or really any part of, the impact that it should be elevated. I thought it was a good idea for some blood to work its way up there. I couldn’t tell if I’d entered emergency territory. I wanted someone to take care of me, but I didn’t want to get professional about it. I wanted someone to just happen to check in and for me to casually present a glossed version of what had occurred, mostly that I’d hit my head and that I thought that the stars glinting at the edge of my vision and the sense that my head was increasing in size was all normal. I’d say, Oh, I’m fine. Some bubbly water and a Tylenol should do the trick. And the friend would decide to drive me to the hospital and they’d perform their fast magic on me, the magic being to conclude that nothing whatsoever was wrong. An even better version would be if the friend had, sometime since I’d last seen them, become a licensed doctor or gotten their hands on a bag full of syringes and bottles of liquid that would drop me into a deep, luxurious sleep for a couple of days. Then I’d wake up refreshed and scrubbed clean, maybe only a little bruised, and the whole thing would have turned out to have actually been good for me, if you thought about it, because it gave me the rest I needed but never got.

On one of my trips to the bathroom, I finally looked at myself in the mirror. I looked older. My skin was dry. The crease in between my eyes—the one that always makes me look vexed—was deeper and more stubborn. This always happened after a night of particularly excessive excess. But then there were some new marks: My right eye was blue and puffed closed. Above my eyebrow was a red, rough brushstroke that went up into my hairline. It would seem like the world was trying to tell me something: No more drinking, no more biking, at least not at the same time. Speed can be dangerous. There is such a thing as too much fun. You can get yourself good and bonked. I’ve never liked looking old, but there was something pleasurable in looking beat-up. My outside now matched my inside. What I mean is, I often felt like shit and now I looked like it too. But I also felt like I’d lost something. Everything had been working out so well before this.

The next morning my stomach was still rotten. My headache had downgraded but I could tell it wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. The same sad chemicals pulsed through me. Absolutely everything was wrong and there was nothing I could do to fix it. My problems presented themselves in a mass. They were all there, and I was aware of each piece, but I couldn’t see any single one clearly. They were crowding me out of my own life. I needed something or someone. The only something I could think of was a messy exit. The only someone was Sister, but I had let our relations drop to such a degree that an eleventh-hour request didn’t feel appropriate.

I hadn’t told her about my language problem. After that sunny morning in bed, I’d thought about the inverse: What if she were the one forgetting the names of the most famous people who ever lived? I pictured her slowly disappearing. The idea was unbearable. So I thought I’d be doing both of us a favor if I let our communications drop altogether. The idea was that if she never heard from me, she could imagine that I was alive or dead, and I could imagine that she was alive or dead. We could do it for the rest of our lives, and the imagining, the not knowing, would be better than any natural outcome. The imagining would always include the possibility of the other going about her life, and maybe even happily. Putting her into this netherworld would only hurt somewhat for the rest of our lives, but seeing her leave me by leaving the earth would hurt very much and forever. I thought I’d be doing her a favor by sparing her my own demise, even if she might not understand or appreciate or even know my intentions.

I called her.

What’s wrong, she asked. Her voice was the same as whenever I’d spoken to her last. Two, three years ago? I didn’t know.

I realized I couldn’t describe the problem for her. It went beyond crashing my bike and hitting my head. The problem was every problem I’d ever had and every problem I would have. There were too many pieces, and too many that I didn’t want Sister to know. When I thought about it in the most general, abstract sense, I knew the situation held some urgency, but I couldn’t let on just how urgent it was. What I settled on, as an opener, was, I’m not going to kill myself.

What did you say? You’re going to kill yourself? Or you’re not going to?

Yes.

Yes, you’re not going to kill yourself, or yes, you are?

Yes, I’m not. I mean no, I’m not.

Why would you make a point of saying you’re not going to kill yourself?

I don’t want you to worry.

Well, I am. I’m worried now. More worried than if you hadn’t said that.

Well, some people don’t say anything about killing themselves before they do it. Or they say they will but don’t.

And what about the people who say they won’t but do?

Oh, I see.

It took a minute for Sister to tease out what I thought the problem was. It went beyond drinking too much and crashing my bike and hitting my head, and mostly had to do with living, in that I was having a hard time doing it.

Would you like me to come? she asked.

If you want to, I said. I didn’t want to ask, I never would have asked, but when she said, You’re going to have to tell me, I found a way to make a declarative statement, and she said she’d get on a plane the next day.

After I got off the phone, I tried to set the place right. I put all the dirty dishes in the sink. I threw away anything green or fuzzy in the fridge. I took a shower and put on a clean T-shirt and cotton shorts. My head was not making anything easy, but I got it done.

The next afternoon, I opened the door and said, How lucky am I? and made a large hug around her.

Jesus Christ, your face, Sister said.

It doesn’t really hurt, if you can believe it, I said.

What about your head?

That is not-a so good, I said. I said it like that, in an Italian accent.

Sister gave me a look.

Yeah, I mean, it still hurts. A lot.

Where’s your insurance card? she asked.

Two hours later, I was being sucked into a beige tube for a CT scan.

What date is it? Who’s the president? What’s your address? A doctor told Sister and me I had a moderate concussion and that I should take it easy.

That shouldn’t be a problem, I said.

When we got home, I called off work the rest of the week, citing a medical emergency, which, while true, felt like a lie.

I lay down on the couch and Sister brought us ice water. She went to the box unit and clicked the temperature down.

These windows are filthy, she said, and took a drink.

Cleanliness has not been my highest priority lately.

The windows looked out onto the gangway between buildings. When I was home alone and heard the gate clang shut, I’d get up and see if it was the mail or someone I knew.

Have you cleaned these since moving in?

I’m going to say no.

How long have you been here?

Tough to say, but six years sounds about right.

She turned to survey the room, my tilted bookshelf and stacks of records. My knickknacks and thirsty plants.

It’s cute, she said. It’s cluttered but it’s cute.

She walked to the wall opposite the couch and leaned in.

Where’d you get this?

I shrugged. Inside all his crap.

It’s crazy how much you look like him.

I ran my fingers over my forehead.

I’m going to run out to pick up a few things. Do you need anything?

No, thank you. I didn’t want to be difficult.

I’m going out anyway.

Well, maybe some popcorn. And a can of bubbly water?

Just one? One can of bubbly water.

However many you think is good.

Sister came back a couple hours later with a handful of white plastic bags from the big-box that only made sense to go to with a car. She lit a citronella candle. She pulled out a new spice set and dumped everything I had into the empty bottles and labeled them with the stickers that came with. She matched the roofs of my Tupperware to their houses. She straightened my books, did my laundry, changed my sheets, swept and mopped the kitchen floor. One afternoon we went for a walk and I sat in the park while she got her nails done. Later I pointed at a shirt in a store window and we went inside and she bought it for me. That night before we cooked dinner, or I guess I should say, before she cooked and I listened from the living room, she took her cell phone and went for a walk. When she came back, she no longer operated with her previous focus. It took a half hour of jokes—and not my best work, unfortunately—to bring her back.

Friday afternoon she said she had to go. The next day. She didn’t talk about Boyfriend-Husband or her kid or her responsibilities or the people who counted on her to fulfill them. Work felt miles away. I had undone a puzzle, a three-dimensional puzzle that forms a perfect cube, and I knew I couldn’t fit it together again. I’d been out for only a week but couldn’t imagine going back.

That night I helped Sister make dinner. One of the few dishes Mom and Dad had both made. It amounted to slices of beefsteak tomatoes on French bread, cut longways and covered in Italian dressing, then all of that covered in mozzarella and dried oregano, and baked until the cheese is melted and browned a little. While Sister put together the breads, I ate the shredded cheese off of the cutting board.

Stop that, she said, and rapped my hand with a spoon.

Hey, I’m injured, I said.

Shush it, she said.

We ate on either end of the couch. Sister had her feet on the coffee table, and I leaned on the arm with my legs curled up.

When we finished, I asked Sister if she wanted to watch a movie.

She cocked her head. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on? she said.

I pulled my knees up tighter. She put a tentative hand on my feet. There was the problem, the word problem, the big word memory problem. There was the problem of liking drinking more than most things. There was also a larger problem I was having trouble teasing out. It had more to do with not being equipped or willing to live with the energy I once had or at all.

I said, I just can’t see any way around it. I can’t see any way out.

Out of what.

I looked at the books Sister had straightened, the coffee table she’d dusted. I could tell Sister everything or nothing. I could keep quiet or start talking with no clear end in sight. Talk and go on talking, from beginning to whenever something in me ran out. To explain it, I’d have to start at my earliest memory and go until I came to the present day.

Everything, I said. I can’t see any way out of it. It’s too confusing.

Tell me what’s happening.

I’m no good to know. You should forget about me.

I was reminded of myself as a kid. How I’d collapse on the kitchen floor, having tossed myself into hysterics over some small thing that ballooned to include absolutely everything that was currently, had ever been, and would ever be wrong. I didn’t know how to talk about it. What’s wrong? Mom would ask. I don’t know, I’d say. There was something wrong with me, I thought, but couldn’t figure out what it was.

Have you thought about not drinking? Or cutting back?

It’s not gonna solve it, I said.

Maybe not, but it doesn’t help. And it can be dangerous, she said, eyeing my forehead. You can talk to me anytime, you know. You don’t have to wait until you’re having a crisis. It might be better if you don’t wait.

I nodded.

I need things too, you know, she said. Sometimes I want to talk to you.

You can just talk to your husband, I said.

But sometimes I want to talk to you. He’s not a replacement for you.

You’re making it all my fault.

Sister snorted.

Everything is easy for you, I said.

Now you’re just being mean. Will you tell me what’s going on?

It’s too much. Nothing’s clear.

Will you promise me you’ll stop drinking for a while?

Okay.

And that you won’t hurt yourself?

Where would be the fun in that? I smiled.

I can’t tell how serious you’re being.

Does Mom know you’re here?

No.

I wanted her to say more, but I didn’t want to ask. I thought if I said nothing, if I let the silence build, then she’d offer something up. Instead she said, Will you do something else for me?

I looked at her.

Will you talk to me, return my calls and texts, even when something bad isn’t happening?

I wanted to say yes, but I didn’t want to be so ambitious with my promises.

When you’ve cut off communication with me for months or years at a time, it’s been hurtful. I want my kids to know their aunt.

Kids, plural?

Your presence shouldn’t feel like this gift you’re bestowing upon me.

I don’t think that. I don’t even like myself.

That’s not the point. Listen, you can’t just disappear and then resurface whenever you need me.

I don’t need you, I said weakly.

Okay, she said.

When I didn’t say anything, she leaned down to hug me. It was less a hug than her placing her body on and over mine. The outer layer of my personality was sliding off, and I was left with very little.

I don’t think I smell very good, I said.

The next morning, Sister stacked her bags by the door. She was showered fresh, and her hair was dried straight. Her short jacket cut in smartly at the waist. In her presence, I’d felt distracted from myself. We’d been working toward the same goal. I was solvable. As she opened the door, I felt my apartment behind me. I knew it would change as soon as she left.

I wish you lived here, I said.

I’m here, she said. I’m around. You need to be around too.

She was talking the same way I’d seen family members of addicts talk during surprise interventions on TV. How to handle someone who doesn’t hold up their end of the bargain. They all made ultimatums. If you don’t do this, I won’t do that. If you do this, I will no longer do that. I thought maybe if I started crying—I felt like crying—she’d stay. But I didn’t want her to think I was being manipulative.

Come here, she said, and hugged me. I wanted to make it good. I wanted it to be the kind that felt like you were giving as much as you were getting, but I went slack inside it. Participating more fully would have indicated I was okay with her leaving and I wasn’t. So I kept it for myself. Don’t be a stranger, she said, and let me go. She picked up her bags and walked down the stairs, looking up at the last turn to give me a smile.

That was the last time I saw her, the last time we spoke. We broke up, you could say, but without the speeches or closure those kinds of conversations can sometimes give. It was gentle. Maybe it’s for the best. Maybe, despite how clear her expectations were—You need to be around—she was trying to get rid of me too, and I couldn’t very well blame her for that.

That was a year ago. Not long after that, I got rid of all my stuff. It was easier than you’d think. I quit my job then gave everything I owned to strangers or threw it away. I hauled stacks of books down to the used bookstore, taking the cash instead of the store credit. I stuffed garbage bags full of clothes and dumped them into a neighborhood collection bin I heard didn’t actually serve the charity it said it did. I did it without much thought, the way you might dispatch the rotten matter found in a fridge. I imagined myself in a rowboat in the middle of a great body of water, tossing pallets of dried food overboard, tarps and fishing nets, then cutting the rope tied to the anchor. I just wanted to put my life somewhere else, to get it away from me as fast as I could. My fear was that I’d be unable to trash it all, that a sentimentality would creep up from my gut, grab me by the throat, and say, Not so fast, friend. But it never did. Once I got going, I couldn’t stop. On my last day in the city, when I closed the door on my blank apartment, I felt lighter. Then I headed back home, here, now, for good, and the Sister I think about most is the Sister from when we were kids, or nearly, and we shared the same bathroom and passed each other in the hallways at school and so many of the same things happened to us, instead of now, where our days are separate and arrive with any number of terribly weighted decisions, including whether or not to be in the day at all.
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I’ve always felt like a widow. A widow who never married, a widow of a sister. For a while it seemed like everyone I met had lost a sibling. Three new friends in the span of a year, almost ten years ago. I learned about it right after meeting them. I had a habit of asking about people’s sisters and brothers, and all of them answered in an eerily similar way. They’d hesitate then say, It’s complicated. Well, they would start then stop. It was too much to get into over a beer in a bar chopped up with voices. Or they’d give me two numbers. I have two, I had three. Or they would use a strange mix of past and present tense that I couldn’t figure out at first. All of them were car crashes, the thing you’d guess if you had to. Variations on a theme: drunk driving (the driver), drunk driving (the sober victim), and driving, very late at night, very early morning, off a gravel road, a gravel road the sister had no business driving on at that hour, and into a tree. The people who track these things are careful to call them car crashes, not accidents, because you never know what, if anything, someone is after. I noticed an odd thing in these friends: The two men had lost sisters, and the woman had lost a brother. The friends were thirteen, sixteen, and twenty when it happened. Spread out like that. One left home and her suffocating parents. Another, for a whole year after, on the drive to his job, forced himself to smile. Alone in his car, every day he carved a smile into his face. The third one took time to learn how to drink, but they all did that. When I heard about their absent brother and sisters, it tinted them a different color in my mind, like how El Greco’s shadows made his most vibrant yellows and greens look sick. I felt close to an old grief hearing their stories. The night before Dad died, when Sister and I folded ourselves out in the chairs on either side of his bed and watched him sleep, I told myself, Nothing will be harder than this. But I was wrong. I wasn’t thinking of Sister. I don’t know why it took me so long to know it so plain: As hard as it is to lose a mom or a dad, losing a sibling would be worse. That’s why I want to already be ashes when Sister finds me. It’s the only thing we’ve ever shared with each other about our deaths: Ash me, she or I or both of us have said. Ash me, baby. Skip everything else. We learned our lesson the first time. I’d like to take even that out of her hands. I’m not so cruel to make her do it twice.

I don’t want her to see me with that there-but-not-there look. Nobody should know your whole life.

I’ll keep sending in the checks. Walking down to the bank every month where they print them out for me. No name or address, just the account number, the bank’s information, and the amount. I fill everything out, but only the tellers see my signature. I put the check in an envelope and use a blocky print to write her address. I think of the way it will happen. She’ll contact the old tenants to raise the rent or suggest direct deposit or replace an old appliance, and they’ll tell her that her sister said the family was taking the house back over, that she gave them extra to leave early. Or it could be as easy as adding my name to the return address. Sister’s smarter than me, so I’m sure it will be sooner than I want, my plans at risk of being interrupted. I’ll be at home. I’ll be in the backyard on the swing with a pillow under my head beneath the shadows of the trees. Like how Mom used to camp out there on the weekends, with a book and a glass of ice water twisted into the grass like a light bulb. Or I’ll be inside, laid out on the couch, and there will be a knock before she uses her key. And there she’ll be. It’s the normalcy that’ll do it. The house we grew up in and our backyard. Me having come back to it, messing up her memories by stretching them out and connecting them to the present.

What are you doing here, she’ll say.

It’s exhausting and thrilling to imagine.

She’ll say, There’s nothing wrong with you.

She’ll say, Let’s get this figured out.

It’s too much to picture the way it might happen. I can barely stand the thought of it.

That’s why I’m here. The bar Mom told me never to go into. One drink and then another, creating in miniature, as my memory loosens its grip on the night, the greater loss ahead. But I feel relaxed. I feel good. Like I’m leaning back. In the city I was fighting something, now I’m lying down in it. Maybe some nights I’ll still go too far. But what’s a headache to a dying man? A lost weekend in a lost life. A couple hours I don’t want anyway. It’s nice here. The drinks are cheap and easy to drink. I’ll keep putting my money in the jukebox. She could find me here. I might only be starting the night, tying myself to my stool with my first drink. She’ll say, What are you doing here. And it’ll be a more complicated story I’ll have to tell her. It will all mean something different next to the posters for Wednesday night drink specials. Beneath them, all our bodies hunched like we’re praying. Sister will sit down beside me or stand back and watch. I’ll be laughing, tipping my cup into my mouth. She’ll get close enough to see the booze lighting up my eyes, and I’ll have to skate around her. Pretend that none of this is quite what it seems to be. That’s why I hope she comes late in the night, late into this, my second, last life, because it will be too much if I’m sober, if I’m not yet loosened from everything I think I know. When Sister finds me, I hope I’m so far gone I can’t remember the look on her face.
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