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AN INTRODUCTION

Stories are links in the chain of human history, the

building blocks of culture. Shirley Hazzard calls the story

"the first kind of literary expression that existed on

earth." Hazzard says stories are "what you tell to a child

to make it go to sleep; and adults, to make them wake up, a

little later" ("Is the Short Story Necessary?" 253).

Stories have been told--and more recently, written--to

relate events, teach lessons, reinforce social norms; until

the advent of television, stories provided the continuity by

which wisdom and knowledge passed from one generation to the

next. Stories were the lifeblood of family history, the

link between past and present. Children today are too often

separated by time and geography from their own histories.

And television has superseded, and in many instances

replaced, family stories. According to Sam Keen, stories

provided myths to live by, until the advent of postmodern

culture. Keen says:

It used to be that we believed in an essence, a

soul, a story... .we came from small communities

with guiding principles based on a shared point of

view. What postmodernism means... is that we don't

have links of continuity in our lives. We have

given up the quest for deep, internal continuity;

1
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instead, we are filled with information that comes

to us from outside. (28)

The need to write arises from a distrust of, a

questioning of, or at least an urge to make sense of,

reality as it is presented by the outside world. People

write both to tell stories and to contradict them. Writing

is a way of talking back, years after the seminal events or

feelings that inspired the writer. Writing can also be

galvanized by rage, a strong sense of justice, and a deep

need to express feelings that cannot be expressed by other

means. The writer observes and reacts to make sense of the

senseless, the cruel, the absurd. The writer needs to

objectify reality; the writer needs a text, sometimes her

own, sometimes another writer's. But writers need something

tangible with which to order a personal reality from bits

and pieces of memory, observation, reading, and listening.

Stories spring from many sources, which become part of the

writer's memory, to be called up when needed. Writing can

clarify; writing can cure; sometimes writing is the only way

out of isolation, the only way to understand what happened

and why.

In his study of the short story, Frank O'Connor claims

that the short story's defining characteristic is "an

intense awareness of human loneliness" (19). He further

asserts that writers of short stories always present as main

characters members of what he calls "submerged population
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groups," whom he describes as "outlawed figures wandering

about the fringes of society," longing for escape (18, 19).

O'Connor calls the American short story a "national art

form", claiming that

America is largely populated by submerged

population groups. That peculiar American

sweetness toward the stranger--which exists side

by side with American brutality toward

everyone--is the sweetness of people whose own

ancestors have been astray in an unfamiliar

society and understand that a familiar society is

the exception rather than the rule; that

strangeness of behavior which is the very

lifeblood of the short story is often an atavistic

breaking out from some peculiar way of life,

faraway and long ago. (41)

Writers themselves could be called a submerged, or

marginalized, population group, looking for escape from, or

clarification of, external reality. Simplistically put,

writers are different because they write; they have a need

to take the human activities of communication--listening,

observing, speaking, and reading--a step further. The

process begins early in life, as the emerging writer tries

to make sense of the reality distortions that exist within

each region and within each family. Nancy J. Napier calls

the family "our first map of the world" (144). The writer,
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as a child, listens to the stories within the family,

observes their actions, and absorbs much contradictory

information. Napier says that, as children, we absorb these

stories without critical analysis, causing them to live

deeply within us. But she goes on to say:

Living with family myths can be like walking

through a house of mirrors. Unfortunately, you

cannot leave these internal mirrors behind. They

create a distorted reflection of yourself and, if

these distorted mirrors are all you have ever

known, how would you know what you really look

like? (144)

So writing begins as a means of correcting the

distorted reflections of what Napier calls "childhood

mirrors (144).

Later, the writer begins the lifelong process of

criticism and analysis, the process of ordering memory to

create the subjective reality from which texts arise. Then

the memories and observations are picked apart: It is no

longer enough to remember the story; it becomes important to

recall who told the story (point of view) and why

(motivation) and whether the narrator can be trusted. This

leads to the realization that, for every story presented

from a certain point of view, another story is being left

out or pushed aside from the moment. The search for

clarification and meaning never ends.
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The stories that follow span three or four regions of

the American landscape and three or four decades of the

twentieth century. What drives each story is the isolation

of both narrator and main character (when these are not the

same) from the world of the story. In each story, there is

either a sense of wanting to belong or an urge to escape, or

both. The paradox--also the writer's paradox--is that if

one belongs, one has no need to escape; if one escapes, one

can never belong.

My writing reflects the sensibilities of two submerged,

or marginalized, population groups--women and Southerners.

Linda Wagner-Martin, writing in The Southern Literary

Journal, notes the prevalence of "misplacedness" in the

writing of southern women, noting particularly the

"marginality of the poor, the child, the wife, the slave" as

common themes (19, 20). I grew up in a region of the rural

South isolated from the rest of America, during a time when

national attention was focused on bringing the South into

the second half of the twentieth century. The Civil Rights

movement of the 1960s--and then the Vietnam war--came as a

wake-up call, forcing me to re-examine all I had been taught

about privilege and power and freedom.

In the time and place of my childhood, women had only

the power of gossip and discipline, families were large and

interconnected, and I grew up listening to mothers,

grandmothers, aunts, and cousins discussing family secrets
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and scandals, and the shortcomings and failings of everyone,

local and national. Dinner tables in my family were the

sites of ad hoc research meetings, if one attended to what

was said. Quirks and eccentricities were tolerated, as long

as one was part of the community, and each family seemed to

have its share of members who spent time in the state

hospital, attempted suicide or murder, ran off with other

women's husbands, or drank themselves to death. A childhood

spent absorbing these stories is a life lab for the fiction

writer.

Although I would not necessarily call myself a Southern

writer, growing up in the South has certainly influenced the

way I view the world. Flannery O'Connor describes the South

as a society "rich in contradiction, rich in irony, rich in

contrast, and particularly rich in its speech" (103). My

milieu was one of people--over-educated and underachieving--

whose use of language often hindered communication, whose

manners were an impediment to intimacy, and whose humor was

an intentional weapon. I noticed everything.

Flannery O'Connor also says that the writer "should

never be ashamed of staring," because everything requires

his attention. She also claims that:

Anybody who has survived his childhood has enough

information about life to last him the rest of his

days. If you can't make something out of a little



7

experience, you probably won't be able to make it

out of a lot. (84)

The writer, then, does not necessarily need broad

experience so much as depth and perspective, and a certain

amount of distance. The writer is not always a lonely soul,

isolated from fellow humans; but writing requires

detachment, focus, and what O'Connor calls "the habit of

art," in order to gain control over what is written.

According to O'Connor:

Art is the habit of the artist; and habits have to

be rooted deep in the whole personality. They

have to be cultivated like any other habit, over a

long period of time, by experience... I think this

is more than just a discipline, although it is

that; I think it is a way of looking at the

created world

and of using the senses so as to make them find as

much meaning as possible in things. (101)

The "habit" of art" that O'Connor describes is

difficult for any writer to develop, more so if the writer

is also a woman. Women writers make up a doubly

marginalized group, and according to Tillie Olsen, girls and

women are subjected to a lifetime barrage of messages that

reinforce their feelings of powerlessness. "How much it

takes to become a writer," Olsen writes:
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Bent (far more common than we assume) circum-

stances, time, development of craft--but beyond

that: how much conviction as to the importance of

what one has to say, one's right to say it. And

the will, the measureless store of belief in

oneself to be able to come to, cleave to, find the

form for one's own life comprehensions. Difficult

for any male not born into a class that breeds

such confidence. Almost impossible for a girl, a

woman. (535)

The paradox of a woman's life--and therefore the life

of a woman who happens to be a writer--is that society casts

women as nurturers and caregivers, while at the same time

denigrating these roles as being inferior to the masculine

roles of dominance and power. Women are defined

relationally, in terms of their connectedness to others,

then criticized for being dependent. According to Nancy

Chodorow in "Family Structure and Feminine Personality,"

girls and women in Western culture--and other cultures

around the world--face pressures unique to their gender:

Socialization of boys tend to be oriented toward

achievement and self-reliance and that of girls

toward nurturance and responsibility. Girls are

thus pressured to be involved with and connected

to others, boys to deny this involvement and

connection. (55)
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A woman is always someone's daughter, someone's wife,

someone's mother. As Chodorow points out, even nuns are

referred to as "brides of Christ" (58). The pressure toward

dependence and lack of individuation makes it almost a given

that a woman who challenges the status quo will be

conflicted and ambivalent. The stakes are high; if she

fails, a woman is reinforcing gender myths. But if she

succeeds, she is forcing others to question their

assumptions about women; rather than change those

assumptions, it is easier to label the woman unfeminine, or

to think of her as an exception to the rule.

For women writers, there is a further paradox. They

are the listeners and observers, and their early lives are

often marked by the continuity of close contact with female

family members. They become the guardians of family

stories. Later, however, women's lives are marked by

interruption, leading to what Tillie Olsen calls "the hidden

silences" (541). For a woman writer, or for a woman

attempting achievement in any endeavor, life is still a

constant battle between the need to create and develop one's

craft--the need for continuous work--and the demands of

home, family, and work, the demands of caregiving and

interpersonal relationships. Or, to paraphrase Tillie

Olsen, women still have a hard time putting their work

first, because there are everyday demands that will not be

met by anyone else. No matter how liberated one's home
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environment may be, society still demands that women put

spouses and families first.

Writing, then, becomes a search for continuity in a

life of interruptions, a way of weaving the threads of one's

life into a meaningful whole cloth. For me, and for many

other women writers, the weaving begins close to home. The

home and the kitchen are rich social environments, and most

women's fiction traditionally has grown out of narrow

personal experience--narrow, but deeply felt. Writers from

Alice Walker to Amy Tan to Kaye Gibbons to Barbara

Kingsolver deal with questions about women who must struggle

against great odds to establish the best lives they can,

given their circumstances. In many of these books, when men

are not overtly oppressive, they are merely absent. Most of

the women in my stories are powerless outside the home,

tyrannical within. The mother is "Unnatural Disasters" is

isolated both physically and emotionally, living out in the

country without a husband. Her only recourse is to tighten

her control over her daughter, ultimately a futile exercise.

"Casting Off" describes the bond between a teenager, who

feels like a foreigner in her claustrophobic community, and

her aunt, who is a foreigner in every way, both exotic and

threatening. The mother in "Confession" has substituted the

love of a Catholic God for family closeness, while the

daughter in "Legacy" is alone in her fond but conflicted

feelings about her dead father. The mother is "My Mother's
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Monster" has absolute control over the household but rarely

goes out. "My All-American Family" is a comic departure,

describing the frustration of a competent professional woman

who must constantly contend with her husband's ex-wife.

Most of the women are in despair, rage turned inward,

lacking even the language or often the awareness that

something is wrong with their lives. But there is something

wrong with their lives, and with the lives of all women who

are aware very early that they do not matter, that their

opportunities for fulfillment will be limited, that they

will not be taken seriously. The messages can be subtle or

overt, but they all add up to the same thing: for women to

have fully lived lives is "unfeminine." For women to put

themselves first, show their strengths, compete with men, is

unnatural and threatening. For a woman to demand life as an

equal is an act of nearly superhuman strength, or an act of

rebellion.

For me, writing is an act of rebellion, a way, so far,

of looking back on the social climate into which I was born,

and saying, "No fair." My characters are stuck; some of

them know it, some do not. But for me, writing what I have

been turning over in my mind for years is a way of moving

beyond my characters, freeing myself first from the burdens

of my social environment, claiming my right to exist as a

writer. As I continue writing, I hope that my characters

will follow, will have fully realized lives, and that their
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conflicts will arise not from their powerlessness but from

their strengths.

To begin, then, I am writing the early chapters of my

life, or what could have been my life: that of a girl

controlled by women controlled by men; a girl trained to

give up her dreams, to defer, to put the needs of others

first. But I find that the girl was and is reluctant to do

this. From -the beginning, I read the life I wanted, and

reading constituted the first step in escape.

My earliest heroines in literature were girls who did

not acquiesce; girls like Frances Hodgson Burnett's Mary

Lennox and Sara Crewe prevailed through sheer will. Jo in

Little Women was a tomboy, as was Frankie in Member of the

Wedding. Nancy Drew was accomplished and admired, and she

never denigrated herself or her efforts. Elizabeth Bennett

in Pride and Prejudice was strong-willed and honest, making

the best possible life for herself, given the context of her

somewhat cloistered society. Scarlett O'Hara was a master

of manipulation, shrewd, tough, and goal-oriented.

According to Carolyn Heilbrun, women's stories

traditionally have ended with marriage and motherhood, or,

in the case of the fallen heroine (who has refused to accept

society's rules), banishment, ruin, or death. Until

recently, the narratives of independent women, whose lives

did not revolve around men, did not find their way into
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stories. And Heilbrun claims that only stories can serve as

models for our lives:

It is a hard thing to make up stories to live by.

We can only retell and live by the stories we have

read or heard. We live our lives through texts.

They may be read, or chanted, or experienced

electronically, or come to us, like the murmurings

of our mothers, telling us what conventions

demand. Whatever their form or medium, these

stories have formed us all; they are what we must

use to make new fictions, new narratives. (37)

Women's writing has often been called personal or

autobiographical, or feminist, as a subtle or not so subtle

criticism. But in fact, all fiction is autobiographical,

speaking volumes about the writer's opinions, feelings, and

world view. The line between "true" stories and made-up

ones, between autobiography and fiction, is blurry and

ultimately irrelevant. The heart of a story is true,

whether it consists of facts or fancies. According to Sam

Keen, fundamental stories, or what he calls "those we have

to tell about ourselves and each other in order to be

whole," are creative, constructive stories that reflect

great truths (32).

Until very recently, and even into the present, most

women have lived constricted lives--lives either of

backbreaking drudgery or protected, privileged isolation.
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But the submerged mothers of the 1940s and 1950s gave birth

to the daughters who now struggle to claim a meaningful

place in the outside world.

Heilbrun defines power as "the ability to take one's

place in whatever discourse is essential to action and the

right to have one's part matter" (18). As women's lives

and women's literature begin to emerge from the margins into

the mainstream, the depiction of women evolves from

dependence to, if not power, at least self-awareness and a

claim to a separate life. Daughters in modern literature--

that of the last two decades--are evolving beyond cloistered

lives and diminished expectations, but they still feel pain

and outrage over their mothers' exclusion, often more than

their mothers do. And because women so closely identify

with their mothers, they internalize their mother's

frustrations, leading to more conflict and ambivalence when

they try to live and write different lives.

Perhaps when we get over our mothers' sorrows and

realize that they are not our own, a new type of female

character will emerge--neither victim, nor saint, nor whore,

nor evil temptress, nor woman stepping beyond her bounds.

Just a human being with a life worth examining.
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WEST COAST



MY ALL-AMERICAN FAMILY

I don't really mind living in the same town with my

husband's ex-wife, Stephanie--even though she's a former

fashion model and an advertising executive who happens to

have a PhD in philosophy from Stanford. I'm not insecure.

So she's willowy with Nordic blonde hair and that clear

healthy skin I'd love to drive a ballpoint into. But she's

not perfect. She can't cook, she has anxiety attacks, and

she speaks in a gravelly cigarette voice that coughs out a

fake British accent.

Bob says she used to clutch at him in the movies. Not

like holding hands, but like a tiger raking its claws across

a blackboard. A hyperventilating tiger. Bob wouldn't go to

the movies for months at a time--and he loves movies--

because he feared exposing the claw marks the next day when

he stripped down for his Nautilus circuit at the gym.

"I was afraid somebody would refer me to a support

group for abused husbands," he says when I press for

details.

He'd take Stephanie out for her birthday or whatever,

and they always ended up in the emergency room, with her

wheezing and moaning and demanding to be given a private

room. These evenings usually wrapped up with a shot of

Valium and heavy breathing into a paper bag.

18
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Stephanie doesn't know shit from souffle. Once she

cooked Bob a birthday dinner, and he spent the night in the

hospital.

I'm a terrific cook, a cross-cultural culinary

travelogue. I can do Thai, Indian, Italian, Continental,

Mexican, nouvelle, or any combination thereof. You name it.

I'm not afraid to experiment, either. To me, a recipe is

merely a blueprint, never written in stone, just an outline

to be colored in by a creative hand.

"God, this isn't food, it's art," Bob said to me the

night I did leg of lamb with herbal stuffing and mustard-soy

coating. I had been leading up to this moment, stringing

him along with coquilles saint jacques, tandoori chicken,

and killer chocolate mousse.

"I love you," Bob whispered, licking his fingers and

practically leaping across the table. His eyes glinted with

frustration as he recalled all those years of overcooked

meat, limp vegetables, and the wrong wine. I knew he was

mine.

***

Okay, so I hate Stephanie, mainly because she calls me

"dahling" in that phony Brit voice every time she calls

Bob--three or four times a week.

"Hello, Tricia, dahling," she oozes, probably hoping

I'll think the Duchess of Windsor has risen from the dead.

"Could I possibly have just a wee moment of Bob's time?"
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Bob tries to wave his hand and mouth several "no's" and

make gagging sounds, but really it's not my responsibility

to talk to her. I throw him the phone.

"New shoes for Pete?" Bob says, trying to sound

incredulous and reasonable at the same time. "Didn't I just

give you extra money last month for new shoes? And didn't

he just spend the weekend here in sneakers with no soles? I

just bought him three new pairs."

Or: "Whattaya mean you're moving to Canada with Pete

tomorrow if I don't come up with more money? Why should I

believe you this time?"

Shortly after she found out Bob was dating me,

Stephanie sued him for more alimony and child support. She

listed her income as three thousand dollars a month and

expenses at ten thousand dollars a month.

"I'd say she has a cash flow problem," said Bob's

attorney Bernie. He wanted to nail Stephanie, so he filed a

counter suit to stop all alimony payments. Bob didn't

exactly object.

"Grow up," I said to Bob. "What good is all this

vindictiveness?"

"For her, no good. The only thing I'd like for her is

a bloody, painful death. Maybe we could arrange for her to

drive off a cliff, make it look like an accident."

Then he would grin and drive his fist through the wall

or a window. Repair bills were steep.
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Most second wives feel the way I do. If they didn't,

there would be no need for the Second Wives Who Hate the

First Wives support group I organized last year. It has

such a long name to distinguish it from the Second Wives Who

Feel Guilty Because They Replaced the First Wives group,

also known as the Homewrecker Support group. Thank God I

don't have to live with that kind of guilt, since Bob had

been divorced five years before we met, and I rescued him

from a bimbo-strewn single life in a barely-furnished Malibu

beach house.

I actually started the group as a general bitch-and-

gossip-dinner-cum-therapy-session with a couple of my

friends. But it quickly became the "trendiest new support

group in Los Angeles" (L.A. Times, November 7, 1991, Living

section, p. 4), so we soon had to turn people away for fear

of degenerating into an amorphous, overpopulated screech, a

whole isolation tank full of vitriol. They complained, but

they understood.

Somehow I didn't get around to telling my shrink about

the group for several weeks. The idea occurred to me early

one Sunday morning, after I had worked the night shift at my

news service, keeping abreast of ghastly crime in

after-hours Los Angeles.

I was sitting in McDonald's with the early shift

editor, drinking what passes for coffee. Suddenly she



22

started, nearly knocking the translucent brown liquid into

my lap.

"Holy shit, will ya' look at that?"

A derelict had walked across the parking lot between

the Golden Arches and our news building, settled himself in

a corner, and was in the process of taking a tremendous

dump. He pushed it out just as we do our news stories, as

quickly and neatly as possible.

Not, I thought, like those revelations you ration out a

little at a time for a shrink.

"Thanks, Kay, you've really made my breakfast."

I said good-bye, got in the car, and headed straight

for Sunset and Fairfax, where I had an appointment with my

therapist.

"Beverly, I'm feeling great," I said. "I've got to

tell you about this support group I've started."

"Support group? Who's the leader?"

"No, this is just a group of friends, really--second

wives who don't like the first wives and are getting

together to talk about it."

"I didn't know you don't like Stephanie."

"Well, you've never exactly let me talk about it.

We've been in deep background for about two years now."

Beverly shifted in her wing chair. "Dear, I'm sorry

you feel that way about Stephanie. She rather likes you."

"How do you know?"
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"She's my patient, too."

I glanced around her office, looking for a heavy object

that could at least break her nose. My fingers closed

around a lucite ashtray. It sailed through the air, just

missing Beverly's ear before crashing into the loose dirt of

a potted palm. Beverly didn't even flinch.

"Now back to this group," she said, dragging her tongue

over the words like a knife over a whetstone. "Where are

you meeting?"

"In West Hollywood."

"Well, Tricia, dear, surely you're aware that

everything west of Fairfax, east of La Cienega, between

Sunset and Santa Monica Boulevard, is my territory."

She suddenly looked like a cat who's had a dishful of

sour milk, no longer the benign, concerned, caring woman I

had been spilling my guts to for two years.

I couldn't believe what I was hearing. The shrinks had

split up L.A. Beverly wanted a piece of the action.

She was sobbing now, rivulets of mascara running down

her sun-leathered cheeks. "I tried so hard with you, and

now you desert me to form your own group."

"Jesus, Beverly, it's just a bunch of women getting

together for dinner."

"And not including me. If you really wanted to talk

about Stephanie, we were almost ready. We really could've

squeezed it in, in about six months. After all, she was
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married to Bob for a lot longer than you've been, and she

and I have only just begun talking about you."

Did I detect a hint of phony British accent? That did

it. I stood up to go. Beverly looked startled--our forty-

five minute hour wasn't over yet--but she stood up, too.

She started to walk toward me, handing me the perfect

opportunity to put out my foot. It was pure pleasure,

seeing her hit the floor like a flimsy wall demolished by a

bulldozer.

"Perhaps just one more session," she said from her

prone position. "To discuss your hostility."

"Adios, Beverly."

She followed me out, offering to give me a ride to my

car, which was parked one block away.

"You'll look stupid walking," she shouted. "You might

even get picked up by the cops. Nobody walks in L.A."

"Buzz off, Bev."

The sunlight on Sunset made me slam my eyes shut, and

the smog was almost palpable, as I wandered adrift and

shrink-less to my car.

"I knew she was a quack," Bob said later. "Did you

ever see any evidence of a degree or any training in any

form of therapy whatsoever?"

Bob has an annoying habit of picking at the fine points

of an argument. This is why he's a successful attorney by
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day, but it's also why he courts serious verbal abuse at

home.

"Leave me alone, Bob. I have to sleep. I meet with my

second wives group tonight."

"Ah, something practical. Can't any one of them think

of a way to drive Stephanie to a bloody, painful death, or

at least into some kind of institution?"

"What'd she do now?"

"She called one of my major clients and told him I'd

been disbarred."

I tried not to laugh. Stephanie really did crack me up

sometimes.

***

Something has changed in the Second Wives group. I

sense it's evolving from the harmless and entertaining into

a terrorist cell.

When we first started meeting, here's how the stories

went:

"She went out of town, and we had to keep her dog at

our house. It attacked me and peed on our antique Persian

carpet. You know, the one we had to fly to New York to pick

up."

"He took her out to lunch to discuss the kids' school

plans. He came home reeking of that cheap Jungle Gardenia

perfume she wears. I think she must've poured it on his

shoes."
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"She asked him if I know how to cook, or if he just has

anorexia. Then she said maybe he needed to get an HIV test

he looked so bad."

Complaints were common, but in those heady first days,

there wasn't even a whisper of revenge.

Things change. At our last meeting, Lauren admitted

she'd been researching the best way to hook up a car bomb.

Dierdre was seriously considering a hit man.

The girls were frustrated, possibly because their

therapists had never let them vent their feelings about

their first wives. Their therapists were Beverly. Their

first wives' therapists were Beverly.

I walked into this meeting and threw myself on the

couch.

"I just dumped Beverly," I told them.

"Me, too," they chorused together like the Supremes.

We all sat there stiff as soldiers.

"I think we need a new therapist, one who's not seeing

all our husbands' ex-wives." I am a reporter. I like to

get to the kernel of a matter as quickly as possible. But I

was out of ideas.

"I know a psychic," Lauren said.

"I'll try anything," I said.

"Me, too," they echoed in three-part harmony.

"Me, too, but not if she sees ex-wives, too," said

Dierdre.
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"It doesn't matter," Lauren said, turning her two-carat

solitaire around and around on her finger. "She reads your

jewelry and tells you everything."

I'm personally ambivalent about psychics, but I've been

intrigued by the idea of fortune-tellers since I was a

child. Once at a birthday party when I was about seven, a

fortune teller told me I would grow up to be a movie star.

I became a reporter instead, and over the years, I've

developed what I consider to be a healthy and necessary

skepticism. But deep down, I want to believe.

A psychic who reads jewelry appeals both to my

reporter's curiosity and to the child who still dreams of

being a movie star.

"But how does she know if it's your jewelry?" I asked

Lauren, trying to maintain objectivity. "What if you take

in someone else's jewelry?"

"Don't be flip," Lauren said in her stern-father voice.

"What's your alternative--another Beverly?"

I was humbled by her logic, so I dutifully agreed to

trudge out to Venice Beach with a Cartier gold necklace, to

consult Madam Zara.

***

"Don't tell her where you live," Bob warned. "She may

be a front for a gang of jewel thieves."

Bob was restless this morning. Stephanie called in the

middle of the night, then showed up on our doorstep after he
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hung up on her. Bob refused to get out of bed, so guess who

spent the night in the emergency room at UCLA Medical

Center? I was exhausted--and there were claw marks on my

arm from where Stephanie clutched at me. I think they're

infected. How did he put up with her all those years?

"She's a major pain in the ass," Bob yawned. But he

felt guilty that he slept so well, so he promised to leave

work early and take me to Spago's, if I was still awake.

Madam Zara's place was right on Venice Beach. I dodged

a roller skater and two bikers, and a neo-hippie with a

doberman managed to extract a dollar from me, for bus fare

back to Portland. The smell of dope waxed and waned with

the sea breeze.

The clapboard cottage was an oasis, well-maintained

with lots of geraniums on the porch. Madam Z stood in the

doorway, sizing me up.

I was expecting maybe a nose ring, tie-dye dress, lots

of silver jewelry and incense? Madam Zara was wearing a

white Donna Kara body suit and cutoffs, a blue supermarket

flip-flop at the end of each long suntanned leg. Her

straight black hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail.

"Coffee?" She produced a cup of strong, fragrant

espresso and cinnamon croissants. While I gulped, she

fingered the necklace.

"You are very curious, observant, maybe a news

reporter?"
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I was riveted, unable to swallow the coffee in my

mouth, swishing it from side to side. My mangled arm

throbbed and burned, Stephanie's malevolent trademark.

"Your husband loves you very much. He is precise,

perhaps an attorney?"

She gave the necklace a jerk. I choked on my coffee.

"I see great hostility toward a third person. It comes

from your husband, but you have inherited it. His burden is

growing lighter, while you are staggering under the weight

of yours. I see a major pain in the ass in your life."

She rubbed my wedding ring with her palms. "You need

to rid yourself of this burden to return your life to

harmony."

I pulled out my last piece of jewelry, as a test. It

was a sapphire and diamond bracelet Bob once gave Stephanie,

after Pete was born. Toward the end of their marriage,

during a dish-shattering argument, she threw the bracelet in

his face and pulled out a kitchen knife. Bob moved out that

night, taking the bracelet--and very little else--with him.

He used to talk about throwing it into the Pacific, but now

it's in a drawer, forgotten by everyone but Stephanie and

me. Stephanie wanted it back; I wanted it read.

"There is a coldness here that seems unlike you," Madam

Zara said. "An iciness that could lead to a serious

illness, perhaps even a fatal illness. Be careful. That'll
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be one hundred dollars, please. Cash, check or credit

card."

What an insightful woman. Stephanie is going to be

very sick. Maybe she'll die.

My group speaks with one sharp tongue, goading me,

poking at my sensitive skin.

"Why wait for her to get sick? Fate calls for

action--it's not really wrong to speed the process."

What are they saying? What is my shredded arm saying?

"Shoot her."

"What about a car bomb?"

"I know a great hit man."

I am a cook, and I'm not afraid to experiment. Once

when Bob and I traveled through Sri Lanka, our driver told

us that a combination of ginger and tapioca could make a

person fatally sick. I had a plan.

***

"Stephanie," I purred into the telephone. "I found

your sapphire and diamond bracelet in a drawer. No, of

course I don't want it. Bob gave it to you. Hock it?

Surely you don't mean that. You're having trouble making

ends meet? No, I don't agree that Bob's cheap. No, I don't

think he's trying to destroy you financially. No, he

doesn't still love you. He thinks you're a major pain in

the ass. Listen, Stephanie, if you're so desperate, why
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don't you come over here for dinner? Bob's working late, so

you can just drop by, we'll eat, and then you can take the

bracelet home. Okay?"

God, that was easy. And she tells everyone I'm stupid.

I called Bob and canceled our dinner plans. "It's

okay," he said. "I have a lot of work here at the office.

I'll probably be home late."

"Take your time, Sweetheart."

I drove down to the Central Market, a regular Lucrezia

Borgia in my mind. I went from stall to stall, looking for

the freshest ginger, the best spices. I had planned an

Indian dinner to die for. Lamb vindaloo, chicken tikka

masala, a biryani, eggplant with potatoes, raita, and,

finally, tapioca for dessert.

***

"Good evening, Tricia, dahling." I opened the door to

Stephanie, her blonde hair upswept and regal, Calvin Klein

suit and high heels. She had given up on the Duchess; now

she was Princess Diana. Her appearance cemented my resolve.

I was not dressed for the occasion. This evening was

nothing special. I was wearing jeans and a Grateful Dead

T-shirt, frizzed-out hair, barefoot.

During dinner, Stephanie told me at least the tenth

version of her origins. Once she claimed to be from South

Africa. Now, she revealed that her family was Scottish

nobility. I happened to know she grew up in Queens.
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She pushed back from the table and lit yet another

cigarette. What a Philistine.

"Tricia, dahling, at last I know why Bob married you.

You're such a marvelous cook."

As if that were the only reason. "I can do other

things, too," I said, locking her in a winner-take-all

stare. She blinked. Maybe she knew that I knew that she

never once had an orgasm in twelve years with Bob.

"She faked it," he told me. "The noises she made were

too theatrical. It got on my nerves."

A slow smile tiptoed from one corner of my mouth to the

other. "How about dessert, Stephanie?"

"Oh, no, I couldn't, I've eaten so much. The food was

just too, too rich, dahling. How does Bob keep his weight

down, eating like this every night?"

"We don't always have time to eat like this, Stephanie.

We manage to find other things to do. Besides, I know you

like tapioca."

I personally consider tapioca a lower life form of

dessert, something for fourth graders to experiment with in

geography, when they're learning about South American

Indians and manioc root. But I knew Stephanie was wild

about it, because it's easy. It was the only dessert she

ever made for Bob. All you do is dump tapioca, sugar, and

milk into a pan, heat, cool a little and serve. An idiot's

dessert, not like my strawberry-kiwi tart or babas au rhum,
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which require some flair and concentration. Thank God for

Stephanie's simpleton tastes.

I stepped into the kitchen, where I grated what I hoped

would be a fatal dose of fresh pink ginger into her dish,

covered it with a blanket of tapioca, and stirred.

"This is, ah, different," Stephanie said, while wolfing

it down in three or four bites.

"I put ginger in it. It's a recipe someone gave me

when Bob and I were in Sri Lanka on our honeymoon."

I watched her closely. Her nose was sweating, her eyes

grew as opaque as an ice rink, her lacquered nails tore into

the tablecloth. Staccato breathing, louder and louder,

faster and faster. She slumped forward into her dish, and

gargled, "Gu-mu-pu-bu."

I translated and got a paper bag for her to breathe

into. It didn't help. She was dying. I was a murderess.

***

"Honey, I'm home," Bob called through the door.

"Oh, God," he said with disgust as he entered the room,

turning on his heel, ready to flee from the familiar sight

of Stephanie unglued. "What the hell is she doing here?

Let's take her to the emergency room."

"Bob, we have to call an ambulance." Suddenly I was

remorseful. I wanted to undo, to reconstruct, to go to

heaven.
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"Why? It's just another fucking anxiety attack. Boy,

if I had a hundred bucks for every one I've witnessed." Bob

cracked his knuckles and rocked back and forth on his heels.

Stephanie's limbs were flailing about. She was

twitching all over.

"Bob, I poisoned her. Remember the ginger and

tapioca?"

His eyes clicked on like fireflies. "Really? You did?

God, you're amazing." I was expecting reproach and horror,

and I got respect and admiration instead.

"Let's get out the champagne," Bob said.

Finally, I persuaded Bob to drive to UCLA, Stephanie

practically comatose in the back seat.

Three o'clock in the morning. Four o'clock in the

morning. Surely prison wouldn't be as agonizing as this; at

least I could get some sleep during my long confinement.

A resident came out the swinging doors into the waiting

room.

"Mr and Mrs. Frost?" We jumped up, Bob more slowly

than I. The doctor's words were probably the last I would

ever hear as a free person. I hung on every syllable.

"She's had a particularly acute anxiety attack. We're

keeping her in for a day or two. She needs rest. We've

sedated her, and she's sleeping now. Is there anything in

particular that set it off this time?"
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I opened my mouth, but my voice had deserted me. It

finally came out like a squawk.

"It was an anxiety attack? Not food poisoning?" I was

close to an unsolicited confession, babbling, but I couldn't

help it. Bob ground his food into the top of my Nike, but I

couldn't even feel it.

"No, just the usual anxiety attack," the doctor said

earnestly. "Why do you ask?"

"Oh, I don't know, we had a really spicy dinner. I was

afraid maybe her stomach reacted to it."

"No, it was definitely not food poisoning."

Our Sri Lankan driver was just another quack. God,

they're all over the world. The ginger and tapioca didn't

work.

***

Bob thinks Stephanie probably noticed that the diamond

and sapphire bracelet was a fake. He says he has the real

one in the safe deposit box. There could be something to

this theory. After she got out of the hospital, Stephanie

slapped him with a subpoena--something about stolen

property, fraud, and misrepresentation.

Plus she's now suing him for more alimony and child

support. She lists her income at five thousand dollars a

month and her expenses at fifteen thousand.

"She needs an accountant," says Bob's lawyer Bernie,

tapping his cigar into an ashtray. "She has a serious cash
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flow problem." I'm thinking of forming a new group, Second

Wives Who Tried to Kill the First Wives and Failed. I've

put out feelers, and there's a lot of interest from people

I'm not at liberty to name.



IN BETWEEN



LEGACY

After her father's funeral, when Anna and her sisters

gathered for the reading of the will, after land, money,

stock, and valuables had been duly and scrupulously divided,

Anna learned that he had left her the bomb shelter.

The sisters tried not to upset their mother, who

wandered around the house looking alternately distraught and

relieved, but they could barely contain their derision.

Anna tried to digest the meaning of this bequest,

gazing out the window of her mother's overdecorated house

toward the direction of her new property. Of course, she

could not see the bomb shelter. Her father had camouflaged

it by building it into a slight rise in the south pasture,

in front of the house. Not out in the woods, absolutely

hidden. No, the southern gentleman part of him, a small

part indeed, told him it was not polite to compel the

ladies--his wife and four daughters--to walk too far a

distance to escape the commies and their lethal bombs.

Her sisters were merciless, as confused as she was by

their father's act of singling her out. They had fought for

his attention since childhood, and, until now, no one ever

felt victorious.

"Lucky you," whispered Dot. "When are you moving in?"

38
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"I guess you were his favorite after all," Sue was

smirking.

"And he left you all those rusty old guns that're

buried somewhere in the yard," said Liz, and all the sisters

hooted in chorus.

"Yeah, but he didn't leave me the map," replied Anna.

"I doubt Mom would want me to dig up the whole yard, so I

think I'll pass on the weapons. Besides, I think the threat

of the ragged welfare army has subsided."

They all giggled over their father's constant

preparations for disasters that never struck. He had gone

to his grave a disappointed man; he'd never shot anyone

while defending his property, and he'd never had the

opportunity to tough it out in the bomb shelter, an

underground bunker painstakingly constructed in the years

following the Cuban missile crisis.

The only weapon he had exercised well and often was his

poison pen. His letters to editors and politicians were

numerous and relentless. Many had been printed, and

subsequently he framed them and hung them on the wall of his

study, a hunter displaying trophies.

"I guess I showed that son of a bitch," he would say

sourly before launching into a diatribe over the

transgressor's low IQ and communist leanings, his family a

captive audience at mealtime. Anna and her sisters
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perfected the withering stare, the rolled eyes, the

well-placed kick under the table as tools of rebellion.

"Why do you think he left that miserable dungeon to

you?" Sue approached with bracelets jangling, fortified by

her second bloody mary of the morning.

"I don't know, Sue, maybe because I'm the only one with

mixed feelings about him."

"Damn straight," Sue said in a clipped, hostile tone.

"The bastard couldn't even pick a decent way to die. No, he

has to go out like an idiot. And now this." She gestured

toward the pasture, as if somehow the bomb shelter were just

one more affront.

"What did you expect?"

"Not a goddamned thing. I've spent five years in

therapy finding out why I hated his guts."

"Yeah, and what did you find out?"

"That hate was what he deserved." Sue held up one

finger at a time, ticking off his sins. "That contrary to

family myth, he wasn't such a genius. That he was just like

his goddamn mother and couldn't love anybody. Except maybe

you, in some twisted and inadequate way."

Anna shrugged and turned away, suddenly tired from the

long trip and the tension. She had flown in from California

yesterday with a failed marriage behind her, seventeen

dollars stuffed into the pockets of her tattered jeans, and

absolutely no plans for the future.
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"I hope you brought something more suitable to wear,

dear," her mother murmured in her ear at the gate, as Anna

wandered off the plane in a daze.

"Yeah, like maybe a bright red dress and some tap

shoes," Dot snorted in her other ear. Doctor Dot had to

cancel two facelifts and a breast enlargement to fly in from

Ohio, and she didn't bother to conceal her irritation at his

untimely death.

He and a work crew had been installing a solar water

heater on the roof of the house when it started to rain and

the crew wanted to call it quits.

"Those boys just don't have any stamina," he said to

his wife at lunch. "I guess I'll have to do it myself."

So he had gone back up to the roof to demonstrate his

superiority over a bunch of 18-year-olds. A single bolt of

lightning had knocked him simultaneously off the roof and

into another life.

"What a dumbass," Dot hissed as they waited for their

bags. Her impatience was just right for a surgeon, which

she had become mostly because he disapproved.

Anna walked out of the house toward the pasture. He

had left her the shelter, two surrounding acres, and the

access road to the highway. And the key to the heavy

padlock. She unlocked the hermetically sealed door and

pushed it open.
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Fifteen years. The fortress waited in all its sterile

gloom. He had kept it clean. It looked as if it had been

swept ten minutes ago. Two camp bunks lined the walls,

covered with regulation army blankets. On a shelf at one

end of the low-ceilinged room, a short wave radio with extra

batteries stood next to a first aid kit. Exercise mats were

stashed in a corner, along with a small shelf of military

fitness books. And here was proof that he had recently

updated his supplies: A "gut-buster" exerciser for sit-ups,

a product only recently hawked on TV.

The entertainment center was unchanged--three decks of

cards, games of Clue and Scrabble, and two shelves packed

full of history books, novels, Greek and Latin texts, and

what she called the Doomsday Tomes: Gibbons' Rise and Fall

of the Roman Empire, Spengler's Decline of the West (his

bibles), and J. Edgar Hoover's dire warnings about

communism.

"Don't you think these books are kind of gloomy?" she

asked him. "After all, we'll probably need some cheering up

if we're spending two weeks in a bomb shelter."

"Those who fail to learn from history are doomed to

repeat it," he said, never looking up from his inventory

check.

Her job had been record-keeper. He counted all the

cans of tuna, beans, and fruit; all the bottles of rainwater

he had collected and sealed; all the tins of candy, and all
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the boxes of matches. As he counted, Anna marked on a piece

of paper. Next he checked all the flashlight batteries and

first-aid items.

Fifteen years ago, when Anna had been home for the

summer, her father--sensing some new political crisis in the

wind--decided it was time for an updated inventory. As they

counted and tallied, replacing cans that had sat too long,

he also began a head count.

"The minute that bomb drops, you come home. Find

someone with a car to drive you, then that person can stay

in the shelter, too."

Anna was bored enough to think that she might chance

the impossible and engage him in a dialogue.

"What makes you think anybody would drop a bomb here?

There's nothing in this town that's a threat."

She had uttered heresy; he looked offended that the

town of his birth should be so dismissed by some upstart

college girl.

"In case you're totally unaware, we're within spitting

distance of Redstone Arsenal," he said, as if she were a

dimwit, beneath contempt. "The fallout could be here within

a day."

Redstone Arsenal, that fabled underground nuclear maze,

populated by geniuses working in a total secrecy. Anna

considered, unwilling to accept that radiation traveled on a

linear southwesterly path straight to this godforsaken
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corner of Mississippi. Her father regarded her silence as

validation.

He stacked new cans into a corner. "Let's see, that

makes the six of us, plus whoever you bring, plus your

grandmother, that's eight."

Anna looked around the tiny room. "You mean Grandma's

gonna be here, too?"

He looked insulted. "She is my mother," he said in a

huffy voice.

"Forget it. I'd rather die than spend two weeks in a

bomb shelter with her."

God, he was impossible. This bomb business was an

abstraction to a nineteen-year-old. But her grandmother was

another story, altogether real, a villainess by her father's

own admission. Grandma, his mother, his lady of sorrows,

instrument of injustice, dispenser of slights, the ripple

effect of generations of cold, measured fairness. Even now,

with her father dead, Anna felt the hand of her grandmother,

languishing in an expensive nursing home, communing with the

spirits of her dead husband, recalling in vivid detail an

obscure battle of the American Revolution, claiming she

could see it out her window.

But Anna of the fallout shelter, Anna the inventory

taker, Anna the wise college student, said to her father,

"Do you really think you can turn that mean bitch around by
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inviting her here?" And she had gestured around the small

space to seal the impossibility of it all.

He looked at her blankly, like a child who has needed

something for so long he's forgotten what it was. He

actually expected redemption, recognition. Her father was a

certified fool; she realized it then, she knew it now.

"She cheated me, but I can be bigger than she was, I

can forgive her," he told Anna. She could see his face as

if the fifteen years had fallen away. His voice broke and

he started to pace the tiny room. They were six feet

underground in dim light. She began to lose sight of him

for seconds at a time. She flattened herself against the

wall, conscious of holding her breath, focusing on a

threadbare hole in the knee of his pants, another self-

conscious reminder of his superiority. He prided himself on

needing nothing.

The family myth, her poor cheated father. Defeated by

his own mother, the card sharp. Forced to abandon his

dreams of medical school, to cut a deck of cards for land,

for his right to one of the Barnes family plantations. He,

who had, by his own admission, slaved and toiled on the

undivided land, and profited for his parents, only to be

betrayed by a deck of cards and his mother's duplicity and

favoritism. Cast aside, heir to the worst plantation, the

smallest acreage, porous buckshot land, while his

undeserving brother took the lion's share, the fertile sandy



46

loam five miles out in the country, away from the

encroaching town.

"I drew a queen, he drew the ace," he said to Anna that

day, seeking an ally in sorrow. "She was smiling when he

drew his card, like she knew."

A roach crawled across the concrete floor. He brought

his foot down hard. Anna wondered how roaches would survive

nuclear war if they had to share space with her grandmother.

Or her father.

Anna shrugged. This was not a new story, after all.

According to her jilted father, civilization as they knew it

was doomed; the world was doomed. Gibbons said so; Spengler

said so; her father said so. And they, his family of

captives, would be doomed or saved by him, waiting on their

farm in the Mississippi Delta, waiting for the moment when

the sky would erupt in a fiery lava of nuclear fireworks, a

Fourth of July spectacle, mocking liberty and the

Declaration of Independence.

Before the bomb shelter, he had talked of New Zealand,

the last place on earth to be reached by nuclear fallout, a

place where he might keep an uneasy vigil and eke out a life

of bitter remembrance. But here they all were in

Mississippi instead, remembering him. They had not saved

him; that was not their job.
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Once she asked her mother, "Why is Daddy so miserable

all the time? Why does he act like the world is getting

ready to end?"

Her mother's answer had all the logic of long-suffering

rationalization.

"He doesn't want to look like we're doing too well.

Because then people might forget what a bad deal he got from

his mother."

"People have already forgotten," Anna said with the

unadulterated wisdom of a teenager. Now she could have

added, "We're the only ones doomed to remember."

She remembered his face as he sank down on a bunk and

leaned back, exposing a scrawny ankle and falling down

socks, suddenly a frail and ghostlike man with a haggard

expression. But his eyes gleamed with rage, and her father

was receding like a wave leaving shore.

He bolted up and rearranged an entire shelf, slamming

cans on top of each other and upsetting a bottle of water,

which broke on the concrete flor.

"Oh, sorry, sorry, so clumsy, sorry."

"Dad, really, it's okay, but it's kind of

claustrophobic in here, don't you think?"

But he was already picking at shards of glass on the

floor, relieved to have something to do.

"My future decided by a card. Isn't that the damnest

thing?"
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Frozen -with wanting to hug him, Anna had touched his

arm and said, "Let's go back to the house."

He had allowed himself to be led like a child. Now he

was dead, and Anna felt like hitting somebody. She imagined

herself marching into Golden Acres and rousting her

grandmother out of bed, slapping her a couple of times. Her

grandmother didn't even remember who she was. Anna grabbed

one of the rock hard pillows and drove her first into it.

She felt a crinkle of paper. Inside the pillow case was an

envelope with her name on it, containing a single card and a

note.

"I've always tried to be fair," the note read. "But,

to be honest, I'm no better than my mother. Go talk to

Miriam Powell down at the bank. Ask about the passbook

account in your name. Don't tell anybody."

The card was an ace.

Anna walked out of her bomb shelter into the sunlight,

walked to the end of the access road and back, kicking at

clumps of hard black dirt.



CASTING OFF

Years later, Shannon often thought of the small

Mississippi town where she grew up as the vast inland sea it

once was, and she one of its creatures carrying secrets out

with the tide, only to be washed back up on shore from time

to time, bringing unwelcome glimpses of the outside world.

Shannon's family had lived there forever. Her great-

grandfather, John Barnes, had first seen the land when he

worked a riverboat out of New Orleans, fifteen years old and

still a British citizen. He bought the rich delta farm land

acre by acre in the decade before the Civil War and married

into an established family. The small cluster of houses,

churches, and stores had no name; he gave it his own, and

Barnesville was born.

Barnesville was like a colony, a large rural plantation

where social standing depended upon when one's family had

first arrived. Strangers were viewed with suspicion until

they had proved to be no threat to the established way of

life. Then they were incorporated into the life of the town

as if they had been born there.

Shannon's Aunt Sofia proved that some strangers could

remain so, even after half a lifetime in one place. Shannon

wondered what her grandmother and the rest of her upstanding

Episcopalian family must have thought when Uncle Ned's

49
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foreign bride-to-be came to Mississippi. And what must

Sofia--a city girl from Belgrade--have thought, stepping off

the train, hoping she was marrying well. Uncle Ned had

probably led her to believe the Barneses were a lot richer;

or maybe she just assumed it, because the town was named for

them. What could she have thought, emerging from the

familiar, safe train, then, into the heart of Barnesville,

into a steamy July afternoon of 1946?

Barnesville consisted of two main streets, with the

courthouse on a square at one end. The library, post

office, several shops, a bakery, one professional office

building, and several cotton brokers and car dealerships

made up the genteel part of town. Over the railroad tracks,

in the other part of town, the hardware store and feed store

constituted agri-cultural trade. Down the road toward the

highway was the cotton gin, which bellowed and smoked and

stayed busy all fall, day and night. That was it for the

commerce of the town.

Shannon could just imagine Aunt Sofia's disappointment.

Aunt Sofia read a lot. Her mind must have conjured up

images of huge plantation houses, a gentle way of life, a

loving and accepting family, women revered and protected, a

certain amount of worldliness. Regret tinged with

bitterness must have marked her arrival, when she stepped

off the train into the heat of a July day, surveying the

plainness and unimportance of the town that would be her home.
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"Dear God," she told Shannon years later. "Why didn't

I get right back on that train and go out to California?

When I saw your miserable Main Street and especially when I

saw your grandmother."

But Sofia had stepped off the train to meet the dour

and disapproving stare of her future mother-in-law, Amelia

Barnes. The whole family turned out for Sofia's arrival,

brothers and sisters, even down to second, third and fourth

cousins once removed. Everyone was curious.

"She looks like a gypsy," Amelia Barnes was reported to

have said to her youngest son Ned. But Ned was enthralled

with the dark, slender, intense woman he had met in a

displaced persons camp at the Yugoslav-Italian border.

"A Romany gypsy," Amelia Barnes repeated under her

breath. "And that hat."

Aunt Sofia told Shannon she heard every word her future

mother-in-law said. "Ha! Did she really think her

superficial words could hurt me? I am not a gypsy. And my

hat was very beautiful, very fashionable. Red, with a wide

brim and a small attachment of jeweled flowers. I chose my

hat as carefully as I had to choose my words that day. I

would be the lady she only pretended to be."

So Aunt Sofia drew up her shoulders and held her head

high as she stepped off the train and extended her hand

graciously to her future mother-in-law and arch-enemy,

Amelia Barnes. Later, she told Shannon she laid on her
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Eastern Europe accent extra thick, and she could see and

feel Amelia flinch.

"But I was wearing gloves, even though I felt I was in

a steambath. Your grandmother had no gloves, so if it

weren't for me, she might have had to touch my hand."

By the time Shannon reached adolescence, Aunt Sofia had

run away twice. She languished in a huge tomb of a house,

her prize from Uncle Ned for returning home after her last

truant episode.

The house was a cavernous two-story dark brick of

indeterminate style, with porches all around, a garage with

an apartment over, and serious foundation problems. The

house imploded; it sank into itself frequently and had to be

shored up. By day it took on the appearance of a large

mausoleum. To a passer-by at night, the house seemed

unoccupied, with one light burning in an upstairs window.

It became a family joke, Aunt Sofia's folly.

Sofia holed up in the house and sent Uncle Ned or her

son Jep on various errands, Jep to the library, Uncle Ned to

the local bootlegger on a weekly liquor run. Legalized

alcohol did not become a reality in Mississippi until the

late 1960s.

By the time Shannon was fifteen, she felt she was

outgrowing her home. She spent many hours staring out the

window of her room, and a great many more looking in the

mirror.
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"Look at her," Shannon's mother would say loudly to one

of Shannon's many sisters. "Fifteen years old and all she

does is think about herself."

Half the time, her mother called her two or three wrong

names before she came up with the right one, as if Shannon

and her sisters were all interchangeable. Shannon began to

prize her identity as The Selfish One. So far, it was all

she had. She waited, plotting a daring escape from her

small-town life. Shannon became willingly entangled in Aunt

Sofia's lonely web.

Aunt Sofia's stories about her past seemed fluid,

mutable, like mercury slipping through the fingers to the

floor, shattering into bright little balls, then

reconstituted in slightly different form. Shannon

considered them like fairy tales; they captured her

attention, and she didn't care whether they were true or

not. Some afternoons when she came to visit her cousin Jep,

she found herself drawn instead to the dark downstairs of

the house, following the curve of the wide staircase, her

feet padding softly over ancient flowered carpet, to the

brocade wing chair where she found Aunt Sofia sometimes

reading, sometimes smoking a cigarette and staring into

space. The air was thick, the light diffuse and moted.

Then Shannon listened as Aunt Sofia unwound layers of her

past like a Mardi Gras gris-gris. Perhaps there was a prize

inside, or perhaps nothing at all.
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"You cannot fathom what it means to be a refugee,

unable to return to your own country." Aunt Sofia often

began like this, and her sharp angular face took on a

feverish, nearly trance-like glow as she embellished. "I

have known tragedy you cannot even imagine. If I can make

you see this, then maybe you can see why I married your

Uncle Ned and came to live in your miserable little town."

Shannon thought it was a miserable little town, too.

At fifteen, she felt pudgy and unloved, hardly worthy of

attention. She longed to be an outsider like Aunt Sofia,

someone who had faced danger and lived to tell. Some

afternoons she went to Aunt Sofia's right after school and

stayed until her mother called her home at dinnertime. Aunt

Sofia's house seemed like endless space, where a girl could

vanish in a swirl of possibilities, unlike Shannon's cramped

house, overflowing with so many children and never an empty

room. And Aunt Sofia always had chocolates, which she

dispensed to Shannon along with her advice.

"You are becoming fat, I think. This is not good for a

young girl. You must feed your mind instead. You could be

pretty. You will never see an ounce of fat on my body, or

your uncle will be asking for a divorce. Ha! Wouldn't that

make your grandmother happy!"

She read Keats out loud and challenged Shannon to scour

the poems for meaning. She leafed through fashion magazines

and painted Shannon's fingernails. But mostly she talked.
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"Your Uncle Ned was truly dashing in his uniform.

Don't look so surprised. How could I not fall in love? He

seemed so young, so safe. I weighed my options, and,

believe me, I did not have many. I could stay in the

displaced persons camp and hope to emigrate to a more stable

country. I could go back to Yugoslavia and watch it turn

communist. Or I could marry and immediately go to America.

Remember, a Nazi officer had forced me to be his translator.

I was afraid of being branded as a traitor. I had no

choice."

Shannon did not remember that her aunt had been a

translator for the Nazis. She had never heard it. The

following Sunday at her grandmother's dinner table, she

related this information.

"Hmmph," Amelia Barnes said, giving Shannon a cold

stare.

"What Sofia is, is a liar." Then she rang a bell and asked

the cook to bring more roast beef, while Shannon kicked the

leg of her chair and scowled.

"What your grandmother means," Shannon's mother tried

to explain as she spooned gravy from a silver ladle, "is

that Sofia sometimes gets carried away with the drama of a

good story."

Shannon stared back into her grandmother's rigid face

and her mother's concerned one, and chose sides forever

against her own family.
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"You mustn't hate them," said Aunt Sofia the next day.

"They live such safe lives. They have never known real

danger, and they are accustomed to getting their way,

especially your grandmother. Look at her pinched lips. She

is a miserable woman, for all her good deeds and grand

airs."

Sofia leaned back in her chair, sipping thoughtfully

from a large tumbler. Her long, dark hair was down, fanning

out behind her on the rose brocade chair. Her eyes became

dreamy, and she spoke to the ceiling.

"I remember one night leaving the radio station in

Belgrade--I did tell you I had a classical music program,

didn't I?--on my way to pick up some smuggled-in food for my

mother and me." Aunt Sofia stopped and looked at Shannon.

"You cannot possibly understand hunger, raised on your

mother's fried chicken and your grandmother's roast beef.

This was during the occupation and there was no food, except

for Nazis. We were being squeezed by the Nazis on one side

and the fighting between Serbian nationalists and communists

on the other. The country was torn apart and everywhere

people were dying. We had to get food any way we could, so

we became thieves and smugglers."

Shannon vowed to herself not to eat anything the next

day. Maybe the next two days, to show her solidarity.

Aunt Sofia continued: "I was to meet a woman at a

certain address in a bad part of town. I was out after
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curfew, and I was terrified. I hid in doorways whenever

someone approached.

"I reached the address and climbed the stairs in total

darkness. You understand, there was no power after a

certain time of night. The world was black, impenetrable,

but alive with sound. And I heard someone crying."

Here Aunt Sofia paused to refill her glass from a

silver flask. Shannon was burning with curiosity, but she

had learned from hard experience not to try to rush Aunt

Sofia when she reminisced. Sofia needed time to paint and

reconstruct, adding a flourish here, snipping out certain

parts of stories that lacked drama.

"I saw the flickering light of one candle, and I

entered an apartment that was nearly bare. I had money with

me to pay for the food. There was cheese and bread, some

moldy apples. But you must understand, this was like a

feast. There was a little coffee, some dried milk, even a

small ham.

"I took the food and was about to pay when I heard

someone crying again. I looked, and over in the corner,

lying on a dirty blanket, was a woman who was obviously

dying, and beside her a baby already dead. She had a wild

and vacant look that I'll never forget. As I drew close, I

saw with horror that it was my childhood friend Gogi. She

looked like a skeleton, emaciated and ghostly pale. I was

so distraught that I tried to hold up her head and give her
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some of the bread I had just bought, but she was beyond

that. She gave a strange cry and died in my arms.

"Later, when I made my way back with the food, I was

stopped by a policeman, who asked why I was out so late,

after curfew. I told him I was returning from work, and

told him about my job at the radio station. He said, 'So it

is you who brings the most beautiful music to Belgrade. I

am honored to meet you. I will escort you home.' He asked

what was in the bags, and I told him some records I was

bringing from the station to try out at home. He did not

search, which is why I am alive to tell this story."

Shannon sat on a small ottoman at Aunt Sofia's feet,

searching her aunt's face for some clue. This was the first

she had heard about Gogi, but it was not to be the last.

She could hear cars going by in the street outside and

thought that maybe it was raining, because there was a swish

of water with each passing car. She was hungry. Tomorrow

was tomorrow, with her vow of hunger, but she took one more

of Aunt Sofia's chocolates before leaving.

At home, Shannon's mother called her "Sarah" and

"Susan" before fixing on the right name. Then it was,

"Shannon, please set the table. Shannon, get out the

plates. Shannon, help Kathleen and Elizabeth wash their

hands."

Dinners at Shannon's house were monotonous beyond

belief. Her father droned on and on about politics, and
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Shannon and her sisters made faces and kicked each other

under the table, while her mother urged them to eat, then

made them clear and wash the dishes. Her mother always

seemed too busy to talk to Shannon, unless there was

something to criticize.

Tonight she simply said, "Shannon, you're spending an

awful lot of time over at Aunt Sofia's. Are you keeping up

with your homework?"

Such a question didn't even deserve an answer, so

Shannon just grunted and slammed off to the room she shared

with her older sister Susan. "Ya know," Susan said as she

hunched over her algebra homework, chewing on the end of her

ponytail, "a lot of people think Aunt Sofia's crazy."

"Oh yeah, like who?"

"Well, Grandma, for one." Susan looked up from her

paper, and Shannon could tell she enjoyed relating this

gossip. "She didn't think I was listening the other day,

and I heard her tell Mother she thought Aunt Sofia was

heading for a complete nervous breakdown."

"You don't know anything." Suddenly Shannon felt a hot

surge of anger that made her arms itch. Without thinking,

she picked up a pencil and made four long scratches on

Susan's homework.

"Hey, cut it out! Damn, you're crazy, too. I'm

telling Mother." And she yelled and whined and tattled, and

the next thing Shannon knew, she was sitting in the living
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room under the crushing weight of her mother's lecture about

selfishness, responsibility, and respect for other people's

property. Shannon decided to run away from home.

The next day, starving, she showed up at Aunt Sofia's

door with a suitcase. Sofia didn't say a word. She was not

sitting in the brocade chair, and she was not even dressed.

She reclined on a daybed by the open window and rolled her

own cigarettes.

"Your uncle, the miser, decided that I spend too much

money, so I am forced to economize. As if this were a

sacrifice. What does he know? He saw only the end of the

war, the mopping up. He'll never know how hard I fought,

what deprivation I endured, fighting the Nazis."

Aunt Sofia claimed to have been with the Resistance

movement in Yugoslavia, with Gogi her comrade-in-arms. But

someone had betrayed them, and Gogi was arrested. She died

in prison, even as Aunt Sofia was authorized to bribe some

officials to obtain her release. After Gogi's death, Aunt

Sofia redoubled her efforts to fight the hated Nazis,

becoming ever more daring and escaping detection and death

only through cunning and strength of character. She was one

of the most wanted women in Yugoslavia, she claimed, and the

Nazis had put a price of a million dinars on her head.

She sent Shannon home for the night. "I cannot go

against your mother," she said. Shannon refused dinner and

pored over encyclopedias, looking for information on
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Yugoslavia and World War Two. She longed for anything to

eat, but she would not give her mother the satisfaction.

She would starve to death, slowly, like Gogi. Or maybe

starve to death in prison, like Gogi, betrayed and

friendless, except for Aunt Sofia.

"Shannon, it's not like you not to eat," her mother

said late that night, sitting on Shannon's bed and feeling

her forehead. She seemed so concerned, so caring and

simple, that Shannon almost relented. "You don't seem to

have any fever," her mother said. "Is anything wrong? What

sort of stories has Sofia been telling you? I think it's

sweet of you to keep her company. She's very lonely. But I

don't want these visits to be at the expense of your school

work. If your grades slip, you won't be able to go over

there for awhile."

Peasant, thought Shannon. Nazi dog. She vowed never

to eat in front of her family again. Escape drove her

through each day, exhausted her, all her plans, the twisted

and tortuous ways in which she could break free.

"Gogi and I made it out of Yugoslavia by the skin of

our teeth, just hours before they closed the borders." Aunt

Sofia sat in her bed, where she had apparently spent the

day. Shannon saw the remains of at least two meals on

trays. The bed was littered with books and magazines.

Sofia looked pale, her hair was stringy, her eyes ringed by
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two black smudges. But they were black as midnight and

glittered like a snake's.

Sofia and Gogi, that intrepid twosome, escaped the

Nazis over a long and arduous mountain pass, in the snow.

Gogi developed severe frostbite and all her toes turned

black. They were nearly starved after weeks of rugged

hiking, living mostly on snow. Gogi's infection spread, she

developed gangrene and became delirious, cursing the Nazis

and begging Sofia to carry on. She died in Sofia's arms.

Sofia buried Gogi under a deep snow bank, sentimentally

placing a family heirloom cross around Gogi's neck.

"She could be there still, you know," Aunt Sofia said

to Shannon. "That was nearly twenty years ago, and few are

familiar with the treacherous mountain passes. The birds

would have picked her bones clean by now, but the cross

would survive."

Shannon shuddered in terror and excitement, secretly

planning a hiking trip in Yugoslavia as soon as the Iron

Curtain was lifted.

"So you see why I hate all tyranny," Aunt Sofia told

Shannon. "Even the small-minded tyranny of your family in

such an unimportant place as this Barnesville." She waved

Shannon away. "Now go home. I am very tired today. I

don't want to talk any more."
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At dinner, Shannon picked at her spaghetti while her

father droned on about the soil bank and how all the rich

farmers would get richer by not planting cotton.

"Imagine, being paid not to plant. If that doesn't

beat everything. They say Senator Eastland will make about

a hundred thousand."

"Well," Shannon ventured, "Are they paying you not to

plant?"

"I don't need government handouts," her father

answered, as if she were the stupidest girl in the world.

Shannon wondered what Aunt Sofia and Uncle Ned and Jep

talked about at the dinner table. Maybe they ate goulash

and strudel and brown bread. She had never actually seen

Aunt Sofia cook a meal.

That night she dreamed Aunt Sofia and Gogi were

strolling the main square of Belgrade, a study in contrasts,

Gogi so blonde and Lutheran, Aunt Sofia dark, mysterious,

Slavic and Catholic. "We turned heads everywhere we went

together," Aunt Sofia said in the dream, smiling a crooked

smile. Gogi looked like a pale angel, as she and Sofia

walked up one street and down another, laughing and talking,

without a care.

***

Shannon rode up the hospital elevator with a boy from

her high school who had a part-time job there. She knew him

slightly; he was on the football team.
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"Hey, Shannon," he said, but she stared at the floor.

"I'm real sorry about your aunt."

Shannon barely nodded. She looked at the shiny

enameled steel wall of the elevator, the illuminated buttons

and the emergency phone, and felt her eyeballs pushing

against her lids as hot tears burned the corners of her

eyes. The doors opened at the third floor, and she felt all

the relief of escape.

Aunt Sofia's pillows were plumped softly behind her

back, and she had a black silk bed jacket that nearly

covered the bandages running from her shoulder to her waist.

Shannon's father had tried to prepare her. "She looks like

one of Hell's angels, a wasted human being," he warned.

"She's damned lucky she's such a lousy shot."

"I aimed for the aorta and missed, damnit," Sofia said

as Shannon entered. The room smelled like medicine and old

sheets, like despair. Aunt Sofia was a wraith, a specter.

There was nothing heroic here. Shannon inhaled sorrow and

exhaled betrayal.

"I am certain your grandmother is sorry I am still

alive." Aunt Sofia leaned forward to confide. Her jacket

fell open and Shannon recoiled at the sight of purple and

yellow bruises on her aunt's chest. "She is most likely

telling Ned right now I am unstable. She would love to have

me committed to Whitfield."
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Shannon sat for several minutes without saying

anything, filling the silence with questions that would

never be answered.

"Read to me, will you, darling?" Aunt Sofia said

finally, in a weak voice. "You have such an expressive

voice. Please, darling, let's have the Keats." She

motioned to a slim volume on the bedside table.

Shannon leafed through the book, already familiar from

long afternoons at Aunt Sofia's house. She found what she

was looking for. "Ode on Melancholy;" she began at verse

two, reading in a clear, steady, angry voice.

"'But when the melancholy fit shall fall
Sudden from heaven like a weeping cloud,

That fosters the droop-headed flowers all,
And hides the green hill in an April shroud;

Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose,
Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave,

Or on the wealth of globed peonies."'

"So, you think I am melancholy?" Sofia said in a soft

voice.

Cheap drama, Shannon thought. Selfishness. Her

thoughts were concise. Something bitter came up at the back

of her throat and she choked out her words in a rush.

"How could you, Aunt Sofia, how could you? What about

Uncle Ned and Jep? Don't you care about us? What about

Gogi?"

"Gogi, what do you know about Gogi?"

"I know that she was brave, that she died for a cause.

What would she think now, if she saw you here?"
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Aunt Sofia looked at Shannon with pity. "You know

nothing, you are just a child filling yourself up with

romantic notions. Gogi died of pneumonia when she was only

fifteen. A child, just like you.t "

Shannon recoiled as if she had been slapped. She stood

for a moment, groping for something to say. But

conversation failed her, and all she could think of was a

verse from "La Belle Dame sans Merci." She looked at Aunt

Sofia and spoke the words haltingly, as if she would never

repeat them.

"'I saw pale Kings, and Princes too,
Pale warriors, death-pale were they all;

They cried, "La belle dame sans merci
Hath thee in thrall!"'

Aunt Sofia looked defeated, her face gray. "I have had

an unhappy life," she said.

Slowly, as if in a dream, Shannon backed out of Aunt

Sofia's room into the corridor, feeling like the sole

survivor of unspeakable tragedy. Families stood in tight

groups in the hallway outside rooms, twisting handkerchiefs,

murmuring in secret, hushed tones of concern, all of them

together.

The corridor shone like incandescent spotlights,

stretching infinitely through hazy time and space. Shannon

imagined these beams illuminating the loneliness inside and

out, shining on her face as she looked up at the asbestos

ceiling tiles, lighting up her shoes as she made her way

across the beige linoleum floor. She hurried past the pale
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nurses with their thick white shoes, past rooms filled with

things alive and things dying, toward the bright red EXIT

sign at the end of the hall.



CONFESSION

Brenda Henderson set the cracked coffee mug down on her

desk and frowned deeply into the lukewarm dregs in its

stained bottom. Today was the day; she had to do it; she

owed it to her mother, to herself, and to her whole family.

It might have been easier if this deception hadn't gone

on for more than a year. That's how long she had known her

father.

"I feel like I'm cheating on my mother," she said to

her husband Mike, who was on his way out the door for work.

Mike gave her a look that said he was tired of the subject,

and he barely slowed his step.

"God, this is like a soap opera," Brenda said. "But I

can't figure out what part I'm playing."

"Maybe you should sell the screenplay and use the money

to pay for therapy," Mike said. "We're all going nuts. I'm

sick of all this sneaking around and covering tracks."

Brenda's laugh was uneasy. "You're just mad because

Mom thinks I'm having an affair."

Mike had reason to be angry. To him, the night before

was the last straw. Just yesterday Brenda had met her

half-brother Tommy for the first time. She, Mike, her

father and Tommy all went out to dinner, then she and Tommy

68
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stayed up until five in the morning, catching up, laughing,

crying, just staring at each other.

"Don't you think he looks like me?" Brenda asked Mike

as she fell into bed. Mike put a pillow over his head and

slept on.

Brenda woke up to a shrill telephone.

"Do you know what that fool of a babysitter told me

last night?" her mother shouted over the line. "She said

you were out with your brother. Ha! I said, 'I'm her

mother, so I guess I ought to know whether or not she has a

brother.' You listen to me, Brenda Stone Henderson. I

always knew you were a slut, but I hope you're not bringing

some man home and trying to pass him off as your brother.

You have a nice husband. And a daughter. Just in case you

needed reminding."

"Oh, Mom, relax. The babysitter probably just got

mixed up."

"Well, I hope so. I hope you have better sense than I

think."

Brenda poured herself another cup of coffee and stared

into its muddy circle as if it were a crystal ball. What

could it possibly tell her that she didn't already know?

She knew her mother was a harsh, unforgiving woman.

Why else would she have cut Brenda off from her father

shortly after the divorce, more than thirty years ago? Why

else would she have rebuffed all Brenda's questions through
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the years, piously intoning what Brenda last cared to

receive: "If he had loved you, he wouldn't have left."

Whenever Brenda heard these bitter words, delivered

with as much grim satisfaction as a sermon, she went to her

room to imagine her father. Sometimes she wrote him long

letters in her diary. When she returned to the living room,

she usually found her mother kneeling with the rosary.

Jessie Stone had a direct line to God, and she didn't

hesitate to use it. She was on her second marriage, this

one destined to last forever. She had married the Catholic

Church. As a divorced woman with a child, becoming a nun

was impractical, but she lived like one, nonetheless.

Brenda enjoyed a childhood of home prayer, mass,

confession, Catholic school, and the constant company of

nuns. Her mother took a job as housekeeper and secretary

for the diocese, to be near her new friends, the nuns. The

rules were simple and unyielding: no talking back, no

cursing, no smoking, no drinking, no impure thoughts, no sex

in the back seat of cars, or anywhere else for that matter.

By the time she was sixteen, Brenda was the vilest of

sinners. The sisters at school, her mother's best friends,

accused her of "uncontrollable laughter," possibly the

biggest sin of all in that rigid place.

"Brenda, you were absolutely right to get in touch with

your father." Mike's words snapped Brenda out of her

reverie. "I'm glad you did; I like the guy. Hell, I even
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like that goofy brother of yours. When I married you, I

married an only child with a mother who couldn't have fun if

she tried. Now you've got family crawling out of the

woodwork. What you do is your own business, but frankly,

I've had it with the two Thanksgivings, the two Christmases,

and the lying. What do you think your mom's going to do,

drop dead when she hears the news?"

"I've seriously considered that possibility."

"Do what you have to, and please, do it today, before

one of us slips something out."

Brenda didn't look up. She concentrated on moving

papers around on her desk until she heard the door slam and

the car start. Her hands were shaking.

She usually did not drink in front of her mother. But

about six weeks ago she had taken her four-year-old daughter

Molly and a bottle of wine over to her mother's house. She

thought a glass of wine might loosen her up and help her

make her confession to Jessie.

She had downed the first glass in about thirty seconds.

After her third glass, she stared around the small,

immaculate house, until her eyes locked with the eyes of

Jesus in the picture on the wall. He gazed at her sadly,

reproachfully, and so did His mother, the Blessed Virgin.

Brenda drank the whole bottle of wine by herself, in

silence. Then she scooped up Molly and staggered to the

car, revealing nothing to her mother except inebriation and
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slurred words. Through the haze she could see her mother's

tight, pursed lips, and hear her cluck disapprovingly.

"Don't worry, Mom, I just drank too much," Brenda said

too loudly. "At least I didn't have sex on your couch."

Her mother shut the door in her face. Brenda was

ashamed of herself.

After that, Jessie managed to have one of the sisters

around every time Brenda visited. It was impossible to

spill her guts with Sister Theresa or Sister Immaculata

planted firmly in an armchair, staring at Brenda with as

much malevolence as they had when they were her teachers at

school, as if she were her mother's cross to bear.

Her father's attitude didn't help. He saw himself as

some aging ladykiller, now on his fourth wife, with a trail

of broken hearts strewn across town. Whenever Brenda met

him for lunch, she found a way to let the waitress know that

this was her father, because she had the feeling he wanted

everyone to think she was his girlfriend. He sent her

flowers, bought her clothes, spoiling her to make up for all

those years.

"She's still in love with me, so of course she hates

me," he had said a few days ago. "She'd probably explode if

she knew that in spite of all her efforts for thirty years,

you and I still got together. I'm just glad to have my

little girl back. She can go soak her head in vinegar."
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He laughed as if he had told a real side-splitter, then

added, "Didn't they feed vinegar to Jesus on the cross?

She's such a martyr, she'd probably love the comparison."

Brenda found herself between enemy camps, even though

the enemies were invisible to each other. On one side: her

mother and the nuns, votive candles, fish on Fridays despite

papal directives to the contrary, and holiday dinners heavy

on fats and sweets. Austerity and gluttony coexisting. Her

mother, dumpy and plain in her shapeless housedresses

Then there was her father, with his red Cadillac,

blonde wife, lots of booze and flashy clothes. He had

already had the facelift that her mother needed. How had

they gotten together in the first place?

Brenda shuddered, pushing her chair back from her desk.

It scraped across the hardwood floor as she got up to take

her coffee cup to the kitchen.

Alone in her room, Brenda pulled her curly reddish hair

back into a ponytail. If she looked plain and severe, maybe

she would be better received at her mother's house. Peeling

off her jeans and sweatshirt, she put on a navy dress,

stockings and black shoes. She looked like a Catholic

schoolgirl, unassuming but secretly dangerous. She took a

gold cross out of her jewelry box and clasped it around her

neck.

She burst out laughing when she saw herself in the

mirror.
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"God, all I need now is a rosary and a prayer book, or

maybe a hair shirt," she said to the stranger in the mirror.

She picked up her last weapon: a Whitman's Sampler.

Her mother loved these chocolates because each layer had

identifying labels, so Jessie could get what she wanted

without unnecessary experimentation. And what she usually

wanted were the chocolate-covered cherries or the caramels.

As she pulled into her mother's driveway unannounced,

Brenda saw Jessie staring out the window expectantly. She

wondered if the Church had discovered some new form of mind-

reading.

"Hi, Mom, I brought you some candy. Whitman's Sampler.

Ummm, I hope there's lots of caramel. How about coffee?

I'll make it." Brenda couldn't stop her nervous chatter,

until her mother stopped it with one frosty stare.

"When was your last confession, Brenda?" Right to the

point. "I think you and I should go right over and see

Father Pat. Adultery isn't just some venial sin, you know.

I prayed to the Blessed Virgin this morning, and she told me

you would come here today."

Jessie clasped and unclasped her hands. She hadn't

finished yet.

"This is in no way my fault. I have done everything I

can to raise a moral daughter. If I've failed, it can't be

for lack of trying. It's not easy being a single parent,

especially with no help at all from your father. If he had
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offered any support at all, either financial or moral, I

might have done a better job of raising you."

Brenda stared at her mother. This was the first time

Jessie had ever voluntarily alluded to her father. Brenda

chose her next words carefully.

"Listen, Mother, I'm not having an affair, and I don't

have anything to confess. And Daddy says he tried to

maintain a relationship with you so that he could be with

me, but that you made it impossible."

"What do you mean, 'Daddy says'?" Jessie looked so

stern now she reminded Brenda of one of the nuns. "Since

when do you know your father?"

"Oh, I know him and I'll keep on knowing him." Brenda

returned her mother's gaze without blinking. "Listen,

Mother, don't you think I have a right to know my own

father? Can't you see that my knowing him doesn't take

anything from you?"

"So, you've been sneaking around behind my back,

carrying on, just like he used to do before he abandoned

us." Jessie practically spat out the words. "And he didn't

just leave me--he left you, too, no matter what he may tell

you now."

"Mother, that was thirty years ago. I don't care what

happened or why. All I know is that I have two parents

again, and I love them both. I have a brother, too. I'm

not giving anyone up."
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Her mother sat in stunned silence for a minute. Then

she got up and began straightening the living room, pacing

from one end to the other. She stopped transfixed before

the picture of Jesus and His mournful eyes. He was so sorry

this scene was necessary. Jessie stared and stared, and

when Brenda spoke, it seemed as if her mother were listening

to Him instead.

"Mother, doesn't your church teach forgiveness?

Doesn't it?"

"Why do you call it my church?" Jessie kept her eyes

on the picture of her Savior. "It's your church, too."

"It was my church," her daughter answered. "Thanks to

you and the nuns, I'll never go back. Your God is just too

vicious for me."

"That's a sacrilege," Jessie said in horror. Brenda

watched as her mother stared at Jesus. Then Jessie fell to

her knees and begged forgiveness for her wayward daughter.

When she stood up, she spoke to Brenda coldly. "You've

deceived me for God knows how long, and you think you don't

need confession? Think again. Hell is waiting for those

who aren't absolved."

"There's nothing for me to confess," Brenda repeated.

"You're the one who kept me from my own father."

"My conscience is clear," her mother said in a toneless

voice.
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Brenda hesitated, then tried to embrace Jessie, who was

as stiff as a board. Brenda stood awkwardly, tears in her

eyes, rage and frustration everywhere else. Minutes went

by. Her mother never looked at her or spoke.

Finally, Brenda said, "I'm leaving, Mom. Please call

me when you feel like talking. I don't hold anything

against you. I wish you felt the same."

As she moved to the door, Brenda saw her mother fall to

her knees again. She turned and stared, flinching when she

heard Jessie's words.

"Forgive her, Father, for she has sinned."



UNNATURAL DISASTERS

Even though it was early morning, I could tell Mama was

having a bad day. My clues: first there was her

breakfast--a cigarette and a Coke. Then the disorder of the

kitchen table, which was covered with dirty dishes and old

newspapers. Finally, I could tell by the way she stared

into space and narrowed her eyes, drumming her fingers on

the tabletop.

Mama in sixty-two, but she was looking older since

Daddy left, because she'd had too much time to think. She

was alone, except for me, and that made her nervous. She

flicked an inch of ash into the overflowing crystal ashtray.

"Honey, could you come in here a minute, please?" she

called through the back screen door, where I sat on the

porch looking out at the trees and trying to enjoy a

solitary cup of coffee. But I knew I was about to be taken

prisoner.

At first I thought she was going to start in on my

appearance. I'm tall and skinny and nothing much to look

at, and furthermore, I don't care. Too many people in this

town swear by the power of physical attributes, especially

where females are concerned. But I have a mind that's finer

than any of their faces and a law degree to prove it. Not

quite fine enough, however, to elude Mama's traps. My body
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seems to obey messages from my brain without regard for my

true desires. My feet trudged into the house, where I

stared into Mama's glittering eyes.

"What is it, Mama?"

"Nothing much. I'm just wondering if you think I

should quit smoking. I don't see how I can justify buying

cigarettes, considering our financial situation. I only

have two dollars and sixty-seven cents to last the rest of

the month."

Oh, God. It wasn't about my looks after all. We were

onto topic B, Our Financial Situation. I tried to assume my

attorney voice. After all, I had just spent three years

perfecting it.

"Mama, all the land is yours, the house is yours,

everything is yours. All Daddy left with was the art

collection."

"That he bought with my money, the bloodsucker. I tell

you, I don't know how we're going to make it. Two dollars

and sixty-seven cents, and cigarettes up to two-fifty."

That particular day was August 9th. I couldn't

remember a month of my life that didn't start with one of

Mama's spending sprees and end with, the looming spectre of

the poorhouse. And she always had the amounts down to the

last penny--two dollars and sixty-seven cents, four dollars

and seventeen cents. The lower the amount, the worse time

she was having.



80

We are not poor, or anywhere near, but you'd never know

it from talking to Mama or any other member of the Barnes

family. They love to brag about how poor they are, while

they collect antiques and send their kids to private

schools.

We live on a farm, excuse me, a plantation near a town

called Barnesville. Just a dot on the map, really, but to

the Barneses in Mama's generation, you'd think it was the

center of the universe. And it is the center of theirs,

since my great-grandfather bought up most of the land, which

his descendants now own.

"I'll gain forty pounds and look like a tub," Mama was

saying, dragging that cigarette right down to the tiniest

butt and then lighting another one. I didn't really need to

listen; I knew this monologue by heart. Next came the part

about the treachery and ingratitude of men.

"That ungrateful bastard. After I nursed him through a

nervous breakdown and two suicide attempts, for him to just

up and leave like that."

Actually, my daddy, Alva Caldwell, had left six months

before. Sometimes I think he was just waiting for me to

finish law school so he could take off. Though I'm sure

this manic depressive business must've played a part. First

he forgot his lithium, then he felt so good he didn't want

to take it. He floated around the house for days, playing

music at top volume until three or four in the morning,
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calling friends and art dealers all over the country,

drinking and roaming in a lunatic glow. He even closed a

deal on a house two hundred miles away.

When he crashed, he slept for thirty-six hours. Then

he packed the truck and pulled out, leaving Mama a note

that'll never make the Guinness book as the long good-bye.

"Dear Annalee," it read. "It'll be just as easy for

you to be always right all by yourself."

So Daddy moved to this town where there's nobody named

Barnes who is even distantly related to us. His art

collection looks fine there, and he likes to give dinner

parties. Otherwise, I don't know what he does with himself.

And I don't know if he knew he'd made me a domestic slave.

I got him on the phone shortly after he left, mainly to

ask just what the hell he thought he was doing.

"Sometimes I don't know what's worse," he sang through

the wire, "being a Barnes or being married to one. In any

case, it's a hell of a life. You're either crazy half the

time, or you're driving somebody else crazy. I can't take

that family or that town anymore."

I swear, I could just hear the ice cubes clinking

together in his bourbon and soda, almost as much as I could

feel how proud he was to have made the break.

It's a break I'd like to try, I thought. I was ready

to kiss this town good-bye, too. Only when I went outside

and scanned in either direction, and I saw Barnes land on
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either side of the road--land that will be mine someday--I

saw both the beauty and the power of entrapment. It's Delta

land, a flat tabletop of cotton and soybean fields, the sky

a blue inverted bowl, holding everything in, including me.

It never entered my mind to go into matrimonial law,

but I was getting a lot of hands-on experience negotiating

the shoals of my parents' fragile relationship.

Now my daddy may be a loony tune, but he's not stupid.

Whenever I sat and listened to Mama, it was like succumbing

to a progressive disease. First my mind shut off, because

listening was like being beaned by a sledgehammer. Then I

got all twitchy and fidgety, after which if I couldn't

escape, I went limp and said I was tired. And I was.

But I missed my daddy, and I think Mama did, too. I'm

sure I fell short as a sparring partner, because I just

didn't get into it with her. Unlike him, I just let her be

right without putting up a fight. A good attorney must

stick to the case at hand and not get too emotionally

involved. But sometimes I had to defend him, when Mama

started in on how everything bad that's happened was all his

fault.

One night when I was halfway out the door, she caught

me with a certain tone.

"Look at you. No job, no prospects," she said in a

malevolent voice that alerted me to the fact that this was

not about me at all. "A lawyer, stuck in the middle of
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nowhere, all because your father can't stay home and help

you get started in life."

Mama was perched on the rowing machine, a new nightly

addiction, a snack to indulge in along with her scotch. A

brand new state of the art, computerized rowing machine,

which looked oddly out of place among the stacks of library

books and clean but unironed clothes strewn around the room.

"Hold on, Mama, you're the one who's always saying you

and Daddy are incompatible." I couldn't give the word

"incompatible" half the spin Mama could; when she said it,

it was a sneer. "Besides, I've got feelers out. When you

and Daddy settle down a little bit, I'll get a job."

I wanted this to be true, but I had my hands full here,

with Mama and the dogs. The day after Daddy left, Mama let

those mutts in the house, and they took over; there was dog

hair and the smell of dogs and half-chewed bones all over

the place. A couple of them had started sleeping on Daddy's

side of the bed. What used to be a fairly hospitable living

room now reeked of canine. Not that anyone would sit here

anyway, with every available seat covered with books,

newspapers, etc.

"How on earth do you think I'll settle down?" Mama

snorted. "I'm as settled as I can be without being dead."

Mama was nearly out of breath from her fifteen minutes of

exertion. "And if you're talking about another marriage,

forget it. I've been married once too often for one
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lifetime, and all I've got to show for it is gray hair and

nicotine-stained fingers."

"Come on, Mama, you can't blame him for the color of

your hair. It's been gray ever since I can remember. And

you told me you started smoking when you were at boarding

school."

As usual, when she was caught being dead wrong, Mama

said nothing. She rowed furiously and didn't stop until I

left the house.

Mama tried to pretend she didn't notice he was gone.

After one bad week, her schedule slid back to normal,

almost. She cooked all the time, every time she had trouble

sleeping. The freezer practically overflowed. It was as if

she tried to replace him with gourmet food, which was

completely controllable and didn't answer back.

Unfortunately, she needed company in the middle of the

night, so I didn't get much sleep.

She played bridge with all the old biddies and went to

her D.A.R. meetings, but naturally she was too distraught to

drive, so I was one tired chauffeur. And she read all the

time, alone, thank God. If you wanted to know the exact

location of Atlantis, or even if you didn't, she'd read

about it. She had details of every battle of the American

revolution. She was on personal terms with our exalted

ancestors who came over on the Mayflower, though I've read
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that genealogy book and the connection seems pretty tenuous

to me.

Sometimes I thought nobody's life had changed but mine.

Six months ago, I was editor of law review; now I was

confidante and caretaker to a bunch of stubborn old geezers

who were determined to fight it out until they died. They

weren't divorced or even close, and as far as I could tell,

they had made no plans. But I had; I'm a lawyer, not a

babysitter.

I knew all the old stories, on both sides. How Grandma

didn't want Mama to marry Daddy in the first place. How she

said to Mama, "Well, he's sure marrying a step up on the

social ladder, but you're not." As if being the rulers of

this little hick town made us true royalty.

Daddy liked to collect art; they thought he was flighty

and unstable. He thought the Barneses were dour and

sanctimonious, always sticking their noses in other people's

business. Both parties were correct in their assessments.

Daddy hated Mama's two brothers and even at his

craziest, he managed to annoy them with one of his

irreverent comments.

It was the second time he tried to kill himself. I

didn't consider the first attempt to be too serious--he just

swallowed some pills and got all hysterical about how he was

going to die before Mama stuck her finger down his throat

and he threw them up.
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But the second time, he wanted everyone to notice. He

shot himself through the neck in the bathroom. Luckily, the

angle was wrong and it just grazed him, but there was a lot

of blood. Mama sat with him in the emergency room, holding

his hands and crying. Then we came home and she had to

clean up the bathroom.

"I feel like Lady Macbeth," she said, sniffling and

scrubbing the floor on her hands and knees. "The damned

blood will never come out of this grout. That horse's ass;

why couldn't he have shot himself in the barn or at his

office?"

My two uncles hauled Daddy off to the state hospital at

Whitfield. He was heavily sedated, about as functional as a

head of cauliflower, when they loaded him into the car and

started the two-hour drive. He came to just once during the

trip, moved his head side to side and let out a whoop.

"Two Barneses taking me to the loony bin. What

glorious irony." Then he passed out.

He stayed at Whitfield about a month; he said it was

like a vacation--no Barneses. When he returned to

Barnesville, he felt so good he couldn't stay.

****

I won three games of pinball that night out at the

Plantation drive-in, where all the kids hang out and spike

their cokes with rum or Southern Comfort. I needed to keep

my head clear, so I was drinking ginger ale straight,
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pounding the flippers with near rage, using pure physical

energy to clear my mind.

Earlier that day, I had heard from two law firms in

Philadelphia, where I'd applied for jobs. It was going to

take some fast thinking and hard work to extricate me from

my parents' battleground. I had to figure out how to get

them back together. I was practicing some prayers, but I

was a little rusty, so I was watching the bells and flashing

lights of the pinball machine for some sign.

It came as a complete power failure, and my machine

went dark. I was out a quarter but I didn't care. Everyone

inside the Plantation ran to the plate-glass window to stare

at the sky. The teenagers outside chugged their drinks and

peeled out before the rain roared down in sheets, leaving

the highway as dark as midnight.

Someone turned on a transistor radio, and we heard

about a tornado warning for the whole area. The wind gusted

and swirled, battering the old building with rain.

Suddenly, there was a loud crack, the window shattered, and

we all dived for cover as wind and rain whipped through the

room and tried to drag a few of us outside.

I heard heavy objects hitting the pavement. We had

been warned. This was a tornado, the first here in my

lifetime. Two hours passed before I felt safe leaving the

Plantation. I never did finish my game. I drove to the top

of the rise that leads to our house, unprepared for the
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devastation before me. We had lost the roof, and one whole

side of the house looked like caved-in rubble. I stepped on

the gas, past the kudzu-covered trees at the side of the

road, and I saw flames racing across the roof of the barn.

I got out of the car just in time to tear out to the

barn and help Mama lead the two horses to safety.

The house was gone, the barn was going. Lightning,

Mama said. God, I said to myself. We live five miles out

in the country, and there was no one to help us. We bowed

to the inevitable. Or at least, Mama did. I just said a

silent "thank you" for an answered prayer.

We got in the car without a word, and with just the

clothes on our backs. We never discussed where we were

going; we just went, in total silence.

"Mama, I may have a job offer in Philadelphia." I had

been practicing this, and finally, after sixty miles, it

slipped out.

Her lips got tight and pinched. She was obviously not

contemplating how lucky she was to have gotten out alive;

she was thinking how she'd missed her chance to bury me

alive.

"Your great-grandfather Barnes left Philadelphia in

1840. If Philadelphia were such a terrific city, there

would be no Barnesville today."

"Oh, yeah, big loss. Maybe we'd all be better off.

For God's sake, Mama, what does something that happened a
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hundred and fifty years ago have to do with anything? Why

don't you make a real point? Like I'm a lawyer, but you

still want me to be hanging round baby-sitting you and the

dogs."

I got the intended effect. Mama shut up and puffed on

her cigarette. I had to open the window to let out the

smoke.

We reached Daddy's house just as the sky got light.

There was no sign of life, but the door was unlocked so we

stepped in, Mama more cautiously than I, as if she were

about to step on a mine.

Actually, his place looked like the one the tornado

hit. There were glasses of whiskey and water sweating onto

the coffee table, plates with scraps of food, ashtrays full,

even a faint whiff of marijuana, though I'm sure Mama didn't

recognize it.

There was also a man passed out on the couch, but it

wasn't Daddy. Mama strode over and shook him until he sat

up, bleary-eyed and still drunk enough to overreact.

"Whayadoin? Isitmornin? I'm Henry Barlow, oh, hello,

Annalee. You missed one hell of a party. A bunch of us

just happened to run into Alva at the track in New Orleans

day before yesterday."

He scratched his head and rubbed his eyes nearly raw,

staring at Mama as if she were a hologram projected here

from more than hundred miles away.
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"Goddamn, I guess old Alva missed most of the party,

too. And he was so nice, letting us drive our cars right

into the yard and stay here for two days. Say, have you

been to see him?"

"See him? What are you talking about? Where is he?"

Mama was getting more agitated by the minute, so I stepped

over yet another inert body on my way to the kitchen, where

I poured her an iced tea glass full of scotch. One sip and

it was half gone.

"At the medical center in Jackson," the man was saying.

"Heart attack. One minute he's the perfect host, the next,

boom, he hits the floor. We just thought he had passed out.

The maid kept serving drinks and the party kept right on.

We just kind of stepped over him, until somebody noticed he

was turning blue and called an ambulance."

I gave Mama a chance to finish her drink and absorb

this new information, while I made coffee. Then we were in

the car again.

It rains, it pours. Bingo. My ticket to Philadelphia.

She had no house, he needed someone to fuss over him and

take care of him. Mama loves to be needed by weaker beings;

that's why we had a house full of dogs. God knows what

happened to them, if He cared about those mutts. I didn't.

Daddy looked pretty weak, with all those tubes coming

out of everywhere. The doctor told us it was only a mild

attack, a little ping. But he was conscious. He and Mama
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lowered their eyes, as if looking at each other would blind

them both.

Mama may be the world's worst at being conciliatory, or

maybe she still thought she was in the better position,

despite her homelessness.

"I'm sorry to see you like this, Alva," she said to the

floor. "Somebody could've at least called me." She was

starting to work herself up about this omission, so I had to

step in.

"Nobody could've gotten through, Mama. Remember, we

have no house, and all the phone lines were probably down."

"Oh, right, right, sorry Alva." She arranged her face

into a look of concern. "Maybe you should rest here for a

few days and then we should go back to Barnesville. We

could stay with my brothers until we rebuild the house."

Daddy groaned and tried to pull a sheet over his head.

His voice sounded cracked and tired. "Annalee, I'm half

dead already. Are you trying to kill me off? You know I'll

never go back there."

"Your life here is so much better?"

"It's quieter, less stormy, no one in your family

breathing down my neck and disapproving of me. I like it."

"But what about our life? How can you just leave me?"

"I never left you; I left them." He made a sweeping

gesture with his arm, then winced his pain.
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"But I'm the one with the empty house. I'm the one

with the two brothers who just love to gloat over my

failure. Goddamnit, Alva, you left me."

"I'm sorry," he said softly, finally looking at her. I

felt a canyon narrowing, a gulf shrinking, the Red Sea

coming back together, after I crossed it.

"Mama, Daddy, I'm going out for a while." I said to

them, leaving the car keys on the table next to Daddy's bed.

By the time I slipped out the door, Mama was rearranging his

pillows and yelling at the nurses. I grabbed a cup of

coffee in the cafeteria and considered my options. Next

thing I knew, I was in a cab on the way to the Jackson

airport. I could fly to Memphis, buy a couple of new

outfits, and be in Philadelphia my Monday afternoon.

I called the hospital from the airport.

"Mama, I'm going on up to Philadelphia. What're you

going to do?"

"I guess I'll stay here with your father for a while.

Though I don't really see how I can afford it. I only have

seven dollars and fifty-nine cents to last the rest of the

month."

The amount was up; she was feeling better. And so

would I, as soon as I got on that plane.
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MY MOTHER'S MONSTER

My mother had a master plan for everything. She

couldn't help it; molding was as essential to her as

breathing. Nothing in our household escaped her hand.

In the fall of 1953, when I was eight years old, she

decided that our home would not be complete without a

servant. Even though she never finished high school, Mom

was an adept student of American social history. She knew

that anyone aspiring beyond the middle class needed a

household staff. She wasn't looking merely for a house

cleaner and a babysitter. She expected nothing less than an

English-style family retainer, completely devoted to us.

The problem was, she didn't know where to look. Growing up

above a grocery store in Brooklyn didn't exactly prepare her

for life in an upper-class British household.

My father was no help. He was gaining prominence as a

doctor, but he left all household matters entirely up to my

mother. Although Mom was barely five feet tall, she exuded

that kind of no-nonsense, humorless will that made a person

think twice about crossing her. She had made it her life's

work to better us all, either by direct instruction or by

letters slipped under the door late at night.

I used to wake up to those little notes, which always

followed some argument or outright refusal on my part to do
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what she wanted. The notes were variations on her

philosophy of life, couched in friendly language that did

not disguise their serious intent.

"There is a time for play and a time for work," one

note says (I have kept them all). "You must learn that you

cannot enjoy play time unless you have a clear conscience."

Mom didn't seem to mind that I was somewhat of a

tomboy, climbing trees and playing baseball. She wouldn't

have cared if I'd wanted to be a linebacker, as long as I

kept up with my schoolwork.

"There is simply no substitute for hard work," says

another note. "The only way truly to enjoy freedom is to

have earned it, by having worked hard enough to attain your

goal."

But the goals and yearnings of my mother overwhelmed us

all. Under her direction, my parents moved from Brooklyn up

to Riverdale, a much classier suburb, populated at that time

with the likes of Toscanini and, briefly, Chiang Kai-Shek.

My father would be the famous doctor, and I could take my

place as some sort of celebrated child prodigy. They bought

a cavernous house, just waiting to be filled with my

mother's dreams.

She read, she studied. Our house began to take on the

look of Hampton Court. Dark furniture, Oriental rugs, blue

and white china, and antique silver ad infinitum, ad

nauseum. Taxis with huffing or whining engines appeared
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mysteriously at our doorway many early mornings to take her

up to Rye, out to Connecticut, even to New Jersey on her

silver crusades. Dressed in a tweed suit and pumps, her

long, dark hair pulled back into a severe bun, she walked

down the steps of our house and into the waiting cab, a tiny

but imposing figure. The taxis were her chargers. She rode

off into the sunrise and came home at the end of the day

with bags of gleaming loot. After dinner, she spread the

silver carefully out on our mahogany dining room table,

polishing and labeling, perusing books on English and

American silver. She lectured my father and me on the

history of each piece, showed us the silversmiths' marks,

expected our comments. Then she put it away in a cabinet,

to join all the other captive silver.

Certainly my father was an indifferent audience. When

he came home from the hospital at night, all he wanted was

dinner, after which he spent the evening reading the medical

journals Mom had gone through and marked for him, or

watching television. Sometimes he glanced at the silver,

murmuring some faint, distracted words of praise, before

pulling his chair over to his desk or to the big television

set in our living room. So it fell to me, even as a small

child, to sit with feigned attention and be lectured. I

usually kept my baseball mitt handy, waiting to be released.

How ecstatic I was, then, when Mom brought Hannah into

our house. I sensed an ally, or at least some relief.
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One day Mom went out to the taxi and was gone all day.

But that night, instead of silver, she brought home a drab

woman with oversized work-worn hands.

I half expected Mom to toss this woman down on the

table like a sack of silver. But instead, she said, simply,

"This is Hannah," and showed her to the spare bedroom. I

looked at my father, but he shrugged and went back to his

paper.

Everything changed. I was no longer the sole focus of

my mother's attention. There was work to be done, and Mom

set about training Hannah with her usual grim intensity.

Mom was the queen of detail.

It was summer vacation, and I became a spy in my own

house, lurking around the kitchen, the bathrooms, the

doorways to see how Hannah took to my mother's exhaustive

instructions.

"No, Hannah, that's the wrong order," Mom said as she

supervised Hannah's ironing. "It's sleeves first, then

front and back. The collar comes last."

Or, in the bedrooms, both of them kneeling at the edge

of the bed:. "These are military corners, and I want them on

all the beds."

Or at the kitchen sink: "Glasses first, then silver,

while the water is still clean. Then plates, cups and

saucers. The pots and pans come last."
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Hannah gave the appearance of being in church whenever

she listened to one of Mom's lectures. She took all Mom's

tutoring with quiet, lumbering dignity, never failing to

thank and reassure her. If she already knew most of these

household hints, she never let on. She would turn to Mom

with a placid expression on her face and say, "Don't worry,

Mrs. B., I can do that, yeah. You'll like what I do, I

promise."

One afternoon, after a particularly long and grueling

session on organizing the refrigerator, Hannah turned to Mom

and said, "Okay if I cook dinner for you tonight?"

Mom looked nervous.

"I'm gonna make wiener schnitzel," Hannah said. "A

recipe I got from my Pop. Don't worry, you'll like it."

"What are the ingredients?" Mom asked. "I'll go to the

grocery store."

"Oh, no, I'll go. You just relax, Mrs. B. It's veal

cutlets, ya know, dipped in egg and bread crumbs. Then I

fry up a little onion and a little garlic in butter for the

sauce, and then I add a little lemon juice." Hannah smacked

her lips in anticipation.

"No garlic, no onions," Mom said somewhat severely.

"Not in this house. Never."

"But why not? It's part of the recipe." Hannah looked

as if she were going to put up a fight.
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"No, the doctor can't have onions and garlic," Mom

said. "They don't agree with his stomach. We don't want to

make him sick, do we?"

My father had an iron stomach. He ate anything and

everything. It took me years to realize that Mom had more

personal, and less rational, reasons for turning our house

into an onion and garlic-free zone. Association. Childhood

memory. Fear.

Strong cooking smells were Brooklyn and life above a

grocery store. Laundry strung out on tenement clotheslines,

couples shrieking at each other in foreign languages,

clearly audible through the open windows of rundown

apartment buildings. And somehow, her own parents' failure.

To me, Hannah was always a hulking presence, moving

about on heavy feet, silent mostly, but occasionally

punctuating the empty air with utterances delivered in an

accent that, years later, I could identify as Brooklyn or

Queens-ese. She looked and talked just like Edith Bunker,

only Edith was a knockout compared to Hannah, whose broad

face managed to combine a bovine expression with protruding,

horse-like teeth.

I soon learned that Hannah was to be my mother's

mouthpiece. "Your mother wants you to eat all your peas,"

she said. "Your mother wants you to come in the house now.

Your mother wants you to go to bed, do your homework, take a

bath, take out the trash." Nearly everything Hannah ever
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said started with "your mother wants." Except when I got

her to talk about her past.

"Where did you live before you came here?" I asked

Hannah.

"Oh, I'm from Queens," she said. "But I was living out

on Long Island before."

"Were you working for another family?"

"Oh, naw, I was at Pilgrim State."

I backed out of the room and ran straight for my

mother's study. Pilgrim State was a mental institution on

Long Island. My father had done his residency there. It

was a place for crazy people, I was sure of that.

"Mom, did you know Hannah used to be in a nut house?"

I said after bursting into the room without knocking.

"Of course I knew. That's where I found her. Don't

call it a nut house. It's a state hospital."

"Well, is she?" I couldn't bring myself to say, "Is

she crazy?" so I twirled my index finger around and around

by my ear.

"Is she crazy? Of course not. She's a little slow,

that's all. The director says she's perfectly harmless. It

was all a mix-up."

"Why'd you get her out of Pilgrim State? I thought it

was for crazy people."

My mother put her book down and took off her glasses.

A lecture was coming.
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"People make mistakes," she said. "That doesn't make

them crazy. Hannah was unfortunate enough to have a baby

without being married. As I understand it, she didn't want

to give the baby up for adoption. Every time they came to

visit, she asked to see the baby. When they told her what

they had done, she became depressed."

Now I began torturing Hannah in earnest, following her

around the house, asking questions about the baby. I found

out it was a girl, and she would be my age now. In my

fantasies, Hannah was my mother, singing to me in German,

rocking me in her big fat arms, laughing and cuddling,

feeding me constantly, scolding without lecturing, letting

me play ball or marbles whenever I wanted.

"What if Hannah is my mother?" I asked Mom one day

when I had been daydreaming particularly hard.

"Don't be ridiculous," Mom said. "Look in the mirror.

You belong to Dad and me."

Under my mother's tutelage, Hannah learned to cook veal

parmesan, which she called "veal parma-johnny." She and my

mother perfected a salad popular at the time, avocado and

grapefruit congealed into some kind of clear jello.

We always ate dinner as soon as my father came home

from work. It was my job to take our Gordon setter Brig for

a walk each evening. I raced with Brig down to the subway

stop, where I waited for my father to emerge from the steamy

underground train. Then we walked home together, and my
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father talked to me about some of his cases. Not in a way

that might have compromised anyone or revealed anyone's

identity, but in a way that made me want to be like him,

something Mom actively encouraged.

As soon as Mom felt that Hannah had mastered basic

cooking skills without garlic, Hannah began preparing and

serving our dinner on a regular basis. That way, Mom had

time to freshen up and change clothes before my father came

home. After dinner, we all sat in the living room for

awhile, discussing events of the day. Hannah fell into the

habit of joining us, not as a participant, but more as an

interested observer. At first she found things to do in the

living room, dusting and straightening things until my

mother said, "Hannah, that's enough, you're working too

hard." Then Hannah settled her considerable bulk onto the

window seat, gazing out at the dark river.

One evening, when my parents were talking about a

colleague's wife who was spending the family deeply into

debt with various redecorating projects, talking in hushed

tones and coded references, so that I didn't even understand

at the time who or what they meant, Hannah spoke.

"The trouble with her," came the voice from the window,

"is she don't know on what side her bread is buttered."

Both my parents jumped and looked in her direction, so

unusual was it for her to have spoken. Then my mother said,
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firmly but not unkindly, "Hannah, don't you think it's time

you went to bed?"

Hannah arose and shuffled off to her room, not the

least bit chastened.

I soon learned that this one utterance pretty much

summed up Hannah's theory about humanity. People fell into

two categories: those who knew on which side their bread

was buttered, and those who did not. Certainly, Hannah fell

into the former category, and let me know constantly when

she thought I was slipping into the latter.

As Hannah's training progressed, Mom taught her about

table settings and silver. Hannah's eyes grew large and

wondering when she made the silver shine with her big,

strong hands, listening to my mother's lectures on the

history of silver. Hannah nodded knowingly. "Yeah, this

silver stuff is swell." My mother decided it was time to

have a dinner party.

My father was not particularly ambitious or political.

For him, the work of being a physician was reward enough.

He was on staff at Mount Sinai Hospital and had a small

private practice. He was competent and good-natured, well-

liked, and probably would have succeeded even without my

mother.

In fourteen years of marriage, my parents had never

entertained formally. They occasionally shared dinners with

my father's medical school classmates, and with various
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relatives, but there had never been a dinner party such as

the one my mother was now planning.

Our house had an entry hall that opened into what could

be called a great room, a grand living room with high

ceilings and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. The dark

hardwood floors were waxed every week by Hannah, who put all

her Germanic strength and loyalty into the task. The room

looked out on the Hudson through a huge picture window,

where large boats floated by on a regular basis, on their

way to New York harbor. Sometimes when Hannah was sweeping

or dusting, I could see her staring out this window with a

dreamy expression on her face, but a look in her eyes that

made me wonder who was in her mind. It was an impressive

room, just the place for entertaining.

The guest bathroom was down half a floor, off the stair

landing. Further down was Hannah's room. My parents slept

in one bedroom upstairs, and my baby brother and I slept in

another. There was a spare room for my father's study,

which my mother used as well, for reading medical journals.

Doctor Hendrickson was the main reason that my mother

wanted to have a dinner party. He was head of psychiatry at

the hospital, my father's immediate superior, a man who

could be helpful. The dinner party would be just one more

demonstration of Mom's competence and dedication to our

family, a show of skill and devotion.
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The appointed day arrived. The house practically

vibrated with my mother's anticipation. We had eaten veal

parma-johnny for two nights' running, so we knew Hannah

could pull that off without a hitch. My mother turned her

attention to other details of the dinner party, which she

went over again and again with Hannah.

"We'll have cocktails in the living room, then we'll

move into the dining room, where you'll already have the

salad at the table," Mom said to Hannah, who stood silently

in her new uniform. The house was filled with flowers,

there were candles on the table, and every wood surface from

floor to table was gleaming. Hannah glanced around proudly

at her work while Mom went on to explain the seating

arrangements.

"The doctor will sit at this usual place, at the end.

I want Doctor Hendrickson at the other end, and I'll sit on

his right. The Abrams will sit across from me, and the

Plumlees will sit to my right. Mrs. Hendrickson will sit on

her husband's left. It's all on the place cards, so don't

worry too much about it. While we're eating our salads, you

cook the veal. Put it on a platter with the potatoes and

peas, and put them in a low oven to keep warm while you pick

up the salad plates. Then bring in the veal. And remember

to serve from the left."
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Hannah looked at both her hands and, grinning, held up

her left one. "I'll do a swell job, don't you worry. The

veal is gonna be extra tasty."

My mother smiled, gave Hannah a pat, and sent her off

to the kitchen to get out the platters and serving pieces,

and the best china. She was starting to breathe like a

normal person.

I'll never forget the dress Mom wore, a burgundy silk

with v-neck and full skirt. People dressed up for dinner

parties then--suits and ties and after-five dresses--and I

remember thinking for the first time that my mother was

beautiful.

She began setting up the bar in the living room,

filling the ice bucket, putting out glasses on small

cocktail napkins. Every now and then she would find

something for me to do, some bag that needed to be carried

down to the garbage shed, some item that should be put away.

Then she sent me to the kitchen for an early dinner. I

would be allowed to come in and say hello to the guests,

then I had to go to my room to keep an eye on my baby

brother. I had already set up my marbles.

My father came home at six-thirty; the guests were to

arrive at seven. While my father showered and changed

clothes, my mother, who had run out of things to do, paced

the living room and looked out the window, pulling on her
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earrings, biting her fingernails, and smoking one cigarette

after another.

The Plumlees were the first to arrive, to my mother's

relief. Bill and Harriet Plumlee were my parents' oldest

friends, and I suspect that their role for the evening was

to support and praise my mother for her efforts, and to let

her know that she was among friends. They offered effusive

compliments on the way the house looked, how the food

smelled, how much trouble Mom must have gone to, how nice

she looked. Mom smiled and poured them a drink. She did

the same thing when the Abrams arrived about ten minutes

later.

My mother was curiously unversed in the art of the

cocktail. She had a Victorian silver shot glass that

probably held four ounces of liquid, so she thought this was

standard measure for a drink. And she didn't seem to know

that a counterbalancing tray of snacks was needed with the

drinks. Mom didn't drink at all, and she hardly ate. She

nibbled throughout each day, despite Hannah's increasing

efforts to tempt her with food.

"Look here, Mrs. B.," Hannah would say, standing at the

door of Mom's study, waving a bowl. "Chicken salad. Can I

make ya a sandwich?" But it was Hannah who ate; Mom mostly

smoked and drank coffee all day.

I walked out of the kitchen, through the swinging door,

into the dining room, and made my way into the living room
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to greet the guests just as Dad was opening the door to

Doctor Hendrickson and a woman with the lowest-cut dress I

had ever seen, exposing a good portion of two breasts nearly

the same color as the milk I had just drunk. I stared while

Dad and Doctor Hendrickson shook hands. My mother walked

up.

"Hello, Doctor Hendrickson, we're so glad you could

come," my mother said politely and formally. Then she

turned to the woman. "And you must be Mrs. Hendrickson."

She took the woman's hand.

"No, my wife isn't feeling well tonight," Doctor

Hendrickson said in his booming voice. "This is my, uh, my

niece."

The woman, whose name was Sheila, giggled and looked at

Doctor Hendrickson adoringly, lifting one foot up and down

out of her spike heels. She had platinum hair and scarlet

lipstick, some of which she planted on my cheek.

My mother's mouth dropped open, but she quickly

recovered and managed to be gracious, directing Doctor

Hendrickson and his niece toward the other guests. As I

walked back through the living room to say hello to the

Plumlees and the Abrams, I thought I heard Jim Abrams, who

was also on staff at the hospital, murmur to his wife, "I

can't believe he would risk bringing her here."

His wife whispered back, "If this gets around, he could

end up getting taken to the cleaners."
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"What a gorgeous house," Sheila said to my mother. The

way she said gorgeous, I knew she was from wherever Hannah

was from. My mother smiled and offered to show her around.

While this tour was taking place, I noticed Doctor

Hendrickson helping himself to four drinks in rapid

succession, straight shots measured from the silver shot

container.

I wasn't about to go to my room, so I waited. The

Abrams and the Plumlees sat huddled on the two couches,

watching. They knew something was going to happen, too. I

stood in the corner by the picture window, watching the

watchers and also my father as he made small talk with

Doctor Hendrickson, whose ability to converse was rapidly

deteriorating.

"Hear you had some movie star for a patient last week,"

Hendrickson slurred at my father. "Who was it?"

All conversation stopped. My father demurred.

"Well, I really can't reveal her name, sir."

"Oh, C'mon, Paul, you can tell me. C'mon, I won't

tell, scout's honor." Doctor Hendrickson leaned close.

Finally, my father whispered in Hendrickson's ear, and

Hendrickson guffawed and slapped him on the back.

"I'll be damned," Hendrickson shouted. "Well, is she

really crazy or is she just a nymphomaniac?"
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My father looked uncomfortable, shifting from one foot

to another and sticking one hand in his pocket, a forced

smile on his face.

Just then my mother and Sheila returned, and Mom said

it was time to go in to dinner.

Our dining room was just through a wide curving archway

from the living room. The guests took their places at the

table, which was decked out with as much silver and china as

Mom and Hannah could manage. Doctor Hendrickson looked a

little unsteady on his feet, but he managed to pull out

Sheila's chair, then he sat down heavily next to her. I

hung back in the living room, spying.

The guests started on the salad. I was getting bored,

about to go back to my room, when Doctor Hendrickson stood

up and headed for the bathroom. I followed on tiptoe. He

crossed the living room, looking for something to hold onto.

He found the staircase and started down. He took the first

step. The entire company at the dining room table let out a

collective breath of relief. He descended a few more of the

stairs. Everyone relaxed. He sat down on the fourth step

and slid the rest of the way down, holding his head. At the

landing, he came to a stop just in front of the bathroom

door, where he leaned over and vomited once, then stretched

out and fell asleep on the floor.

In the dining room, Hannah was coming through the door

with a large platter of veal, which she was about to serve
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to a group that had lapsed into total silence. My mother

whispered something to Hannah, who put down the tray and

lumbered over to the stairs, where she peered down in

disgust at the inert form of Doctor Hendrickson. She

marched down the stairs, leaned over and slung Doctor

Hendrickson over her shoulders like a sack of flour. He was

a large man, but she was larger and stronger. On the way

upstairs, his head bounced against her ample buttocks,

causing him to open his eyes and throw up once again. And

so they entered the dining room, where Hannah displayed her

trophy, which was blubbering and leaving a trail of vomit in

its wake.

"Whaddaya want I should do with him, Mrs. B?" Hannah

asked. Guests who had taken their first tentative bites of

dinner immediately stopped eating and pressed their napkins

to their lips, whether to laugh or to keep from gagging,

I'll never know. Sheila excused herself, murmuring that she

thought she'd call a taxi.

Just then, Doctor Hendrickson opened his eyes wide and

tried to twist his way out of Hannah's grasp. "Good God,"

he moaned. "It's the monster! Help!"

"Take him down to the kids' room and put him in the

extra bed," Mom said. Before I could warn her, Hannah was

on her way down the hall.

"My marbles!" I yelled to her retreating form, but it

was too late. Hannah sailed through the door of my room,
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propelled by the marble collection I had set up on the

floor. They both hit hard, and when we ran in, Hannah and

Doctor Hendrickson were lying in a heap, with Doctor

Hendrickson barely visible underneath her.

My mother did not entertain for some time. Doctor

Hendrickson ended up at Silver Hill to dry out, where he was

sued for divorce by his wife, who took him to the cleaners.

"Ya know that Doctor what's his name, he don't know on

what side his bread is buttered, getting drunk like that and

making a fool of himself, " Hannah said to Mom one afternoon.

Mom held up her hand, as if she couldn't bear another

word. Hannah gave the silver platter she was polishing an

extra rub, smiling at her reflection in the sheen. Later

she would go to the refrigerator to retrieve the sandwich

she'd made for my mother, who wouldn't eat it. They worked

on through that afternoon, and many more afternoons for

thirty years, with Hannah ever the loyal attendant, though

never entirely my mother's creation.


