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Be kind to me, or treat me mean, I’ll make the most of it, I’m an extraordinary machine. 
— Fiona Apple 

No one really knows why the heart is sacred and inviolable. 

— James Salter, Light Years 

All of us are motherless. The motherlessness comes from the fact that our own 

mothers were robbed of becoming fully-formed beings. That happened for so long 

generationally and our ambitions have been taken from us, or we've been 

punished for our ambition for so long that none of us, even when we had a 

present, loving, supportive mother actually have a human with us. 

— Sophia Shalmiyev 



Act I:  
Bang & Blame 



Before you jump to any conclusions, there are a few things you need to know about me: I have 

lost almost everyone I ever loved. I have been sexually assaulted at least four times that I know 

of. Every woman in my life from my grandmother to my niece has also been assaulted. When I 

say “assault” I am being polite. 

The word I mean is rape. 

Judge me all you want. Just consider the sea foam from which this particular Aphrodite was 

birthed.  

If you can do that, I’ll show you everything. 

Anyway, it’s not for you I’m doing this. 



I. 

New Albany, IN/Louisville, KY 

October 5th, 2019: 250 days left 

The days mean nothing. They are phantoms of regret. Still, I must name them. They are a part of 

her.  

I wake up on the morning of my thirtieth birthday feeling thirteen again and like I’m 

about to destroy my whole life. I get out of bed and look in the mirror first thing. Always have. 

At eight-years-old my room was not equipped with a full-length mirror, but, bizarrely, there was 

one in the hallway directly across from my bedroom. Not full-length, but large and hung low 

enough that I could take in my body from the thighs up—the only section that mattered—from 

my own doorway. Like the majority of our furniture and décor in those years, the mirror was 

from Pier 1, where my mother worked part-time in the two years following her father’s suicide.  

At Pier 1, things were constantly being broken, chipped, cracked, often by children 

whose careless parents allowed them to run wild through the store, either that or things arrived 

that way, damaged on the truck. Anything that was deemed “unsellable” and thereby bound for 

the dumpster, my mother, Vera would take home. A coat of paint, Gorilla Glue, and strategic 

placement and you would never know. There was an enormous pot in our living-room, for 

example. This pot was as big as my little brother Oly was then. This pot could have fit two Olys. 

There was a massive hole in the back. A chip the size of a pizza slice that she angled against the 

wall. She put a thick disk of glass on top of the pot and it served as an eclectic accent table 

topped with family photos and a Zen Garden complete with a little rake. 
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 The mirror had a similar history, but a fresh coat of gold spray paint hid the seam where 

she had put it back together.  

 There, each morning, I performed the same three-point inspection I follow now:  

1. Assess gut. This is more than a pinch which sounds sort of childish and benign. It’s 

more invasive when I do it and certainly more painful, though that isn’t really something that 

registers anymore. What I have to do is bend to see the rolls. On a good day there are three rolls. 

Three rolls are standard. On bad days, a spare fourth pops up.  

Next, I test their depth. You have to really sink your nails in, really pay attention to 

register that little slip between textures where the gristle meets the muscle. Doctors have looked 

at me like I am crazy. Like a human woman is not capable of touching her own body and coming 

to a conclusion. They are not touching the rolls each morning, measuring their depth and width, 

they have not made a study of themselves as I have.  

This morning, there is a fourth roll.  

2. Assess profile.  This just means I turn sideways and consider how my tits, tummy, and 

ass from this angle stack up against what has been imprinted on my brain as the Ideal Female 

Form, which in my case just happens to be Paz Vega from the 2004 dramedy Spanglish. I’m 

specifically referencing the scene in which Paz and Adam Sandler are having some corny 

heartfelt talk on the beach about parenthood which is so obviously just a cloaked conversation 

about how much they want to bone each other. When the sexual tension hits its peak, Paz turns 

away from Adam into the wind and gazes out to sea. The generous wind does Paz the favor of 

blowing her practically Pentecostal outfit back and revealing a snatched bod, at which point 

Adam’s jaw drops and he delivers the punchline, “Would you get outta the damn wind!”  

So far, I am not Paz Vega.  
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3. Arms. I don’t know why I even do this one anymore. It just seems mean not to, mean 

to my arms I mean. Like they’d miss the attention or something. But it’s pointless, they never 

change. My arms are massive slabs of pork. They are pink and white and fatty as the animal. 

Even at my thinnest, on my wedding day, my arms in the photos are recognizably pudgy. Weight 

just goes there or something. It’s absurd. My big arms give me a stocky, masculine silhouette 

I’ve given up on trying to alter. Last winter, when the weight really started to pack on, I started 

with the tattoos.  

I had a few little ones already. A blue star on my left thumb, a honeybee above my right 

elbow, a shaggy stick and poke peace sign on my right wrist that my best friend Tori gave me at 

seventeen using a Bic pen and a sewing needle. When she was done poking me and wiping away 

layers of my blood mixed with the ink and clear sticky plasma, I stuck the same needle through 

the thin lip of skin above her navel. Didn’t even clean it first.  

 

Aside from these demarcations, my arms were bare.  

 

My first big one was my Hodler piece. I saw her for the first time at thirteen when Vera 

took Oly and me to the Art Institute of Chicago. She was everything I wanted to be back then, so 

thin it’s hard to look at, her skin tallowy yellow and her eyes eerie and bulbous.   

I looked at her for a long time, studying the gap between her thighs and her tiny sharp 

arms that she held out and bent at the elbows so that she framed her own face, which was gaunt 

and fifty-percent those huge creepy blue/grey eyes.  

Day (Truth) the painting is titled, and I don’t know if there’s some deep meaning behind 

that. All I could find out really was that the woman who Hodler used as the figure study for the 
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painting was his own wife, the second one, Berthe. In later paintings, she looks healthier, fuller 

in the face and bust. But she’s not who I was interested in.  

I went to an artist in Cincinnati. A guy with really clean lines who had a special interest 

in tattooing master artworks. He’d done Nate’s Kandinsky piece on his left calf and his work was 

legit. His name was Carl Crane and he dressed like one of those little Mormon boys who ride 

their bikes around town in their khakis and their short-sleeved white button-downs except Carl 

has the anarchy symbol, a capital A with a circle drawn around it, tattooed on the front of his 

neck.  

Because I wanted Day/Truth to cover the whole of my upper left arm, it took multiple 

sessions, so there were a few weekends in December 2018/January 2019 that I made the sad, 

gray trek from the Indiana/Kentucky border to the Ohio/Kentucky border. The drive up I always 

felt sad and listened to my sad, winter music, Belle & Sabastian and Gillian Welch and Joan 

Shelley and R.E.M., a band that always made me think of my mom. But on the drive back home, 

my arm hot and pulsing under the plastic wrap and painter’s tape that Carl used to protect his 

work, I’d feel this elation, an almost physical sense of being uplifted, something similar to what I 

must have felt as a small child when either of my parents could gather the whole of me into their 

arms and lift me into the sky. John and I almost always had sex after one of my sessions with 

Carl. It got so addictive, not just the sustained but predictable pain, which was soothing and 

cleansing in its own way, but the whole ritual of it, the sadness and the memory and the winter 

and then driving home as a different, lighter self, and fucking my husband.  

 

By May, both my arms were covered.  
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I like them so much better this way. I’m wearing sundresses and tank-tops again. But I 

still check the mirror every morning and they are still fat and shapeless and I still cannot squeeze 

them into the sick white leather jacket I wore with my wedding dress, and in the back of my 

mind, that is the goal, a little secret I keep deep down just for me.  

 

My morning mirror routine used to look different. I used to wait and look in the bathroom 

mirror where I could consider my body in private, but since around July, I don’t care if John’s 

sees. I don’t know what changed. But it’s better this way because this one is full-length and my 

body is a state.  

If you’re one of those people who don’t really go anywhere or do anything and you’re 

looking into the same two mirrors every day, you probably have a pretty skewed picture of 

yourself. I am one of those people. The full-length mirror naked and first thing in the morning 

ruins my whole day, which is somehow the point.   

 

Today is even worse than usual. I think the new decade casts a pall. In the early morning 

light, I’m froggy pale with blue veins and sheet creases slashed across my doughy belly. This 

belly is shamefully round. I am only thirty. I’m not a mother in any capacity. Never even an 

abortion. But here she is, this little white mound just above my crotch. I pinch it hard, the way I 

used to back when I was 13 and I’d make my pointer and index fingers into scissors and chop 

chop right around the middle. Back then, I imagined it falling off clean like a snakeskin, 

something no longer useful. John says he doesn’t mind. More to love, he’d say, his long tan 

fingers kneading my ass.   
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He’s still asleep, facing the wall, his sleep mask on. Mo is somewhere under the covers. I 

can hear his familiar snorts and wheezes.  

A biological mutation, that’s what our vet calls pugs, which is what Mo is. We got him as 

a little gray squirmy puppy when we moved into our first apartment, a year after we started 

dating. He will be ten in January. His muzzle, which used to be a deep blue-black velvet, is 

turning gray, the fur taking on the same coarse, greasy texture as the rest of his coat. He smells 

terrible. I call him my little queef. Sometimes his anal glands get clogged and we have to 

manually expel the impacted fluid. The smell is unbelievable—part carrion part Bonnaroo port-

a-potty—it lingers, invades. Days after and I will catch whiffs, pick up Mo and give his ass a 

quick sniff to confirm it isn’t happening again, but no, just a horrible psychic imprint of our 

shared trauma. But none of that matters because he’s a stocky little bruiser who would lay his 

dumb little life down for me no question. Also, he hates Janice, the cat that was a package deal 

with John. I think Janice is actually less a cat than a demon or a dark wizard who can transform 

into a cat like in Harry Potter.  

Janice has pissed in every new pair of shoes I’ve ever bought. Now my shoes live in the 

garage. But even then. I will wear some fresh un-pissed-in pair out and back home and forget to 

take them off in the garage because maybe I am drunk and happy and have forgotten for one 

goddamn evening that I am being held hostage by a cat, so I will slip them off in the bedroom 

along with the rest of my clothes and in the morning, I’ll wake to the burning, musky scent of cat 

piss. Janice is sixteen but continues to live in spite of it. She cannot stand to leave me alone with 

John. I think she is a spurned lover reincarnated. That is the kind of thing my mother would say.  
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            The mirror. Okay. Look at it. God. Am I fat? Yes. Men, discussing my fuckability with 

each other would dock me points for the fat. I am recognizably fat. It isn’t so much as to be 

unappealing. With clothes on I even look sort of shapely, but naked I have a low, sloping, pudgy 

little belly and soft plump thighs. I am Rubenesque and midwestern and pale. The fake tits which 

I invested in a year ago have finally settled into a natural shape and at least have the effect of 

making me look more like a woman and less like a fat little toddler.  

 

Of course, I’m doing this on purpose. I want John to notice, to care enough to observe 

and comment on my obvious suffering. But I’ve been carrying on like this for weeks and he lives 

on, oblivious, so the experiment has mostly just exacerbated the depressive period I experience 

every year leading up to and throughout my birthday month.  

If he were a totally different man, he might pay attention to the dosage of my Xanax and 

my Zoloft, how the milligrams keep creeping up or how I only ever want to fuck when I’m high. 

But he is actually the most willfully oblivious person I have ever met, so he hasn’t noticed any of 

that. It will be a miracle if he mentions my birthday this morning. Not because he’s an asshole 

but because I am not a part of his reality in the same way that he is a part of mine, and I’ve 

recently discovered that I cannot accept that fact, will not accept that fact.  

  

For a woman who hates herself as much as I do, there is no limit to what I feel I deserve. 

  

Thinking about John’s inadequacies always leads to thinking about Nate of the 

Kandinsky tattoo and also Tori’s husband. I know how bad that sounds. How totally Desperate 

Housewives. But it’s more complicated. Me and Tori for one. Best friend sounds so little-kiddy 
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and that is not what we are. Tori and I are twins. I think that is the only word that feels like 

everything we truly are to each other.  

 

I stared at my naked belly and hated it and thought about Nate’s cock. Would it have a 

little lilt? I imagined something sort of whimsical. He’d have a whimsical prick. That got me 

kind of turned on and I looked at John.  

He shifted a leg, farted, sighed.  

Sometimes I do think about smothering him. I can even imagine what it would feel like to 

sit on his chest as his breaths got farther and farther apart and then, the final warm stillness.  

 

* 

 

There is a party in my honor.  

Tori has thrown me a party for my birthday every year since I was sixteen. Not always a 

party, but something. A party captures the essence of it, though. Even at 19, 22, 26, and 28, years 

when it had just been the two of us, there was something triumphant and daring about it. And 

that was all her, a power she had to transport me out of the context of my life and put me into 

something else entirely. Most years I manage to forget for a few hours on my birthday why I am 

sad. I manage to forget for a few hours about you and how you were born on your own mother’s 

birthday and how I was born just five days before your birthday and her birthday and about those 

parties we’d have the first Saturday of each October and the three different cakes and how we 

looked like different versions of the same body born at different times.  
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My friends would ask me what that was like. I think they imagined it like having a twin 

or a birthday too close to Christmas, a thing that would dull the specialness for me, but I don’t 

remember it that way. Instead, it was a time when I felt closer to them both, my mother and my 

grandmother, when it seemed like we had a special, almost mystical connection. Like the cord 

was never really cut, but existed energetically between us and in those five days in October, it 

was almost visible. I try, but I cannot, now, recall the feeling.  

 

Tori is also motherless. She lost her own mother, Simone, to cervical cancer when Tori 

was just fourteen. Simone died two weeks before Mother’s Day. So, Easter to Mother’s Day is 

Tori’s trauma time and I plan a trip; a long weekend to Charlestown or New Orleans and tickets 

booked to concerts and exhibits months in advance. We do something nearly every weekend. 

Labor Day to Halloween is the same for me. My birthday just happens to fall in there, to be part 

of the whole routine of mourning my mother and feeling sorry for myself because she left me 

and started all over somewhere else with a new husband and a new baby and yeah, maybe she is 

so insane and disassociated that she doesn’t know why the fuck she’s doing any of it but she is 

still choosing it over me. At least Tori’s dead mom loved her is the awful thing I think this time 

of year but never say.  

 

This year my party is at a bar (it’s always at a bar). This bar is new but it’s in the same 

building as an old bar that Tori and I went to a lot in college, back when she’d come home on the 

weekends and tell me all about the insane amount of sex she was having with her college 

boyfriend, Nate, this rich white boy with a “remarkable” cock who would eventually give up his 

entire fortune and all of his family connections to become a socialist pot-farmer/househusband 
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just so Tori and, most importantly, Tori’s father Raymond, would accept him as worthy of Tori’s 

love.  

There’s a tab and Nate is buddies with the DJ so we have control over the deck for the 

next two hours and there is already a line of pale gold tequila shots strung across the table like 

giant amber beads. Besides me, John, Nate and Tori, there is Chelsea, our friend who we never 

see anymore because she has two kids now and doesn’t ever want to hang out with people who 

don’t also have kids, which is fair because we don’t really want to hang out with her either. With 

those friends you talk about who you used to be unless you can get them really drunk, drunk 

enough to admit that they aren’t really happy and they wish they’d never done any of it and then 

you can watch as their life unravels for the next three years until they get divorced and are fun 

again. Female friendship in your 30s is just waiting for your friends’ first marriages to end.  

 

Like I’m one to talk.  

 

John shuffles in behind me. He will say five words all night and I will feel his judgement 

on me like Crisco. I will have to go home and wash myself with Dawn dish soap like one of 

those baby ducks who keep getting caught in oil spills. Nate stands too quickly and his thighs 

bump the table and the shot glasses all spill a little. 

“Fuck!” Nate says and his face goes bright red as he mops up the tequila with a napkin 

and moves to hug John. He’s gotten overly effusive with John lately. His interest in and affection 

towards John seems to increase with each meaningful glance Nate and I exchange. Tonight, he 

meets my eyes over John’s shoulder and there are little lamps inside them. It isn’t just a 

reflection of the orange Halloween lights on the black wall behind the DJ, but an inner light—
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that sacral chakra light that burns from the perineum up the spine and can’t help but spill out. I 

know Tori is too smart to miss something like that, but neither of us is brave enough to say 

anything. 

The bar is dark but you can tell it’s cool. Green velvet settees and a dark varnished oak 

bar and bottles of absinthe lit up from behind with little twinkly lights and the DJ is playing low-

fi hipster shit that is making us all feel old which keeps us drinking.  

Chelsea is loud-drunk already. Tori texted me as we were driving over that it sounded 

like a divorce was impending. She’s laughing at everything John says and touching his bicep 

way too much. I am surprised by how jealous I feel. John can tell and he’s flirting back even 

though he is, as always, 100% sober and would never be interested in Chelsea even if he were 

still the junkie whore he was before I met him. So I talk to Tori and try to ignore Nate and the 

way his gold blond hair absorbs and refracts every light and every color and how I keep thinking 

I can smell him, the weed and the evergreen deodorant and the beard oil that smells like sawdust 

and then Tori’s mouth is moving but I haven’t heard anything and the seat beside her is empty 

and there is a tap at my shoulder and John and I both turn around at the same moment to look up 

at Nate, whose fingertips are on my bare, cool shoulder and he looks right at me and says: 

“Come outside and I’ll give you your present.”  

I know it’s drugs and everyone else does too. It’s just the way he did it that’s unusual.  

 “Why are you acting so weird?” Chelsea asks.  

 “Am I acting weird?” Nate laughs.  

 “He’s high,” Tori says. As if that were different from any other day. I look at Tori but she 

gives nothing. Is icy cool and reactionless to the sudden, awkward intimacy that has sprung up 

between me and Nate.  
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Soon I’ll know why, the other life she’s built beneath this one, the one she’d rather be 

living.  

 

But then it’s over. Whatever taut threads that formed when Nate’s fingertips touched my 

shoulder blade were cut. John looked up at him and I didn’t look at John and Chelsea looked at 

us all and moved her hand off of John’s arm and back onto her lap and Tori saw whatever she 

saw which was probably everything as I stood up and followed Nate outside and we each did a 

bump and watched the smiles stretch across each other’s faces and then his fingertips brushed 

my collarbone and I didn’t know I had hot little nerves there too. I knew exactly how hot and dry 

and soft his lips would feel against me and I knew he was thinking about it too, and if I wanted 

to, I could fuck everything up for good right there. But instead, I laughed and we went back 

inside.  

 

When we sat back down at the table, it was obvious John was pissed but I didn’t care. I 

put my hand down between his legs anyway and made sure Chelsea could see, and then once I 

could feel him getting hard, I walked over to the DJ and asked him to play “Plump” by Hole.  

 

 

* 

I knew on the drive home that John and I were going to fuck even though he was so obviously 

mad at me. Though if I asked, he would deny it. He would deny it and say he was fine because 
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he doesn’t know why he’s pissed, just knows it is there and he wants to punish me and hate me a 

little but also wants to fuck me and that impulse will override all the others.  

I put my hand on his crotch and he’s hard under his jeans. Slouching down in the seat, I 

look out the window. It’s raining so the streetlights are exploded and multiplied in droplets 

racing across the window. I think that is what the coke looks like in my blood, these dazzling 

little crystals dying in the black. John shifts his pelvis.  

“I’m trying to drive,” he says, but he doesn’t move my hand or look at me and his jaw is 

clenched in that particular way he knows I find irresistible. It is a bad idea on top of bad ideas, 

this drunk road-head in the rainy dark during my trauma time, but that is exactly why it feels so 

right to take out John’s familiar, perfect, dependable, Honda Civic of a cock and shove it down 

my throat until I can’t breathe while he puts a hand on the back of my head and pushes me into 

him and my head feels light and heavy all at once and then he lets go and I come up with a slurp, 

a thick string of spit and mucus white as an umbilical cord still connecting my lips to the head of 

his dick which shines like a blank pink eye in the flashing half-light of the highway.  

“Fuck,” he says, stroking his slick cock.   

“Pull over,” I say because I think he’s in such a pussy daze he might obey, but it is the 

exact wrong thing to say and he smiles for the first time, looks at me, tucks his cock back into his 

jeans. 

“We’re five minutes from home.”    

But it’s gone now anyway. He’s killed it and he knows it. It’s like he wanted to.   
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Don’t get it crossed. John loves me so much that the thought of me leaving literally freezes all of 

his faculties. In our decade plus together, there have been three near-breakups. All were initiated 

by me and each time, as my words settled in, his body froze in some horrible form of living rigor 

mortis.  

During these almost or shortly-lived separations, we’d be sitting on the couch as I cried 

with excessive drama while he sat there like a slab of granite. He cannot speak or look me in the 

eye. And then, because I am not getting any attention, I kick and scream, but it does nothing and 

I storm off and accuse him of punishing me, and then, in three days we act like it never 

happened.  

I guess an almost-break-up every three years or so is a pretty good routine, really. I know 

a lot of people who have it worse. It is just this niggling little thing.  

 

I wonder, if it’d been Nate driving, Nate’s cock glossy with my spit, would he have 

pulled over? Why does it matter so much to me? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

II.  
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Sunday, October 6th, 2019: 249 days left 

Of course, I forgot to put up my fucking shoes.  

I can smell the piss before I even open my eyes. And there she is. Staring at me. Her 

yellow eyes burning in her gray face like mean little embers.  

 “You fucking bitch,” I say because I know she understands. She’s pissed on my red 

Tecovas. Must’ve been hours ago since the piss is almost dry—lapped up by the soft, warm 

leather. They’re ruined. I don’t know what comes over me. I have the boot by the heal, my 

fingers curled around it. I’m naked. It’s 7am on a Sunday morning. John’s bare back rises and 

falls softly in a cloud of cotton and down. Mo is snoring. In four hours, I’m meeting Tori for 

brunch where we will drink bottomless mimosas and munch on crisp strips of bacon and there is 

nothing wrong with my life, but it’s not a toss, a half-hearted thing, I aim at her and clench my 

teeth and the heel of the boot clips her tail and she yowls and Mo comes shooting out from under 

the blankets like the world’s fastest potato skidding across the hardwood in pursuit of Janice. It’s 

thirty seconds of bedlam that has John out of bed and screaming because it’s all he can really do, 

all the while scrambling to pull on his underwear over his morning hard-on.  

 “Mo!” John yells, “Leave it!”  

 “She pissed in my boots!” 

John’s out the bedroom after them. I hear him open the sliding glass door to let Mo 

outside and then the soft cooing noises he only makes with Janet.  

“Mari! What the fuck?” He’s marching back, his heels driving into the floor with 

purposeful thuds.  

Janice is in his arms looking cowed and pathetic. He holds out her gray feather duster tail 

and there is a black greasy smudge where my boot struck her.  
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“Did you hit her with it?” I have honestly never seen John look so angry and for a 

second, just a second, I’m afraid of him. I think it is the only time I’ve seen a glint in him of 

what so many other men just seem to emit at some impossibly low but constant frequency, just 

an insect thrum of violence. I don’t know what to say. We both know what happened. He sets 

Janice down on the bed and shakes his head at me, disgusted.   

* 

This is not about the fucking cat. I bet he was awake for the whole thing, I bet he was waiting, I 

bet he rubbed catnip all over those fucking boots. He wanted a reason to shut me out, something 

to give all his rage from the night before a plot to follow. Well fine. I won’t bite. I can hear the 

click-clacking of his furious fingers on his shiny black keyboard while he kills orcs or 

something.  

I can ignore, too.  

Mo snores beside me on the couch. This couch is the ugliest thing in our house. A warm 

shade of poo-brown and made from a cheap faux-suede fabric. But goddamn is it comfy. It 

doesn’t matter that it looks like a giant puffy turd or that Mo self-soothes by obsessively licking 

the couch cushions leaving behind greasy-looking stains everywhere.  

“You want to be my boyfriend today?” Mo stops nibbling his paws to look at me. His 

nails are too long. I need to trim them. I should do it now while I’m thinking of it but I won’t 

because I’m a bad mother. I pull his little fleshy body against my hip and hug him against me 

until he lets out this little sigh/groan noise he makes that I love. 

“Yeah. You’re the best boyfriend.”  

Then it’s into the phone, the codex to all my hopes and fears. I have a routine: At first, I 

act like I’m all business and I check my email and then my Submittable, but there is usually 
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nothing so I move on to Pinterest, a time-sucker, yes, but an aspirational one which feels almost 

healthy. I save the real time-suckers, IG and Twitter, for last. But today, I have a Google Alert in 

my inbox. 

 

I have a few Google Alerts set: 

Vera Black 

Vera Black + New Mexico 

Anne Sexton 

Linda Gray Sexton 

I get fewer than one a month for my mother, Vera. They are never actually her. Here are 

the two most recent: 

July, 2019: 

BLACK, Dorothy M. 

Our beloved Dorothy M. Holbrook Black departed this earth on 7/8/19. Born in 

Franklin, OH, 4/3/29. Dorothy is preceded in death by her son, Harvey Daniel 

Black. Dorothy is survived by her loving daughters, Jamila Kibibi-Kendall, 

Angela Jackson, Sheila Cameron, and Vera Black. Viewing, July 14, 12:30 pm; 

Celebration of Life 1:30 p.m. at HH Roberts. She will be so greatly missed.  

The second.  

August, 2019: …. Local teen Sydney Black might be the next cover model for 

Richmond City Magazine! The teen’s mother, Vera Black, entered her daughter’s 

photos in the contentious local contest without much expectation.  
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 “Of course, Sydney is gorgeous, but these things can be such a popularity 

contest….” 

That one had me physically recoiling when I first read it thinking of all the auditions she 

took me too, the hot curlers she put in my hair and the baby powder scent of her eyeshadow 

palette as she made me look older or younger depending on the part I was trying for. 

 Of course, Anne and Linda appear more frequently. I’m not looking for anything, really. 

For Anne, for my dissertation, I have everything I need, I just like knowing that Anne still exists 

in some small way, that people are still thinking about her at the same time that I am.  

 

Today’s alert is for Vera Black. I can tell just from the email subject that it isn’t her, but I 

can’t be 100% sure until I open it and click the link, and I don’t want to do that yet.  

Instead, I sit there holding my phone in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other but not 

doing anything with either and I think, what if one came back and it was her. Some little write up 

in a Santa Fe alt-weekly about her art. It would be nice to know she was painting again. And that 

reminds me of the website she used to have for her art and I check that even though the last time 

I checked the link was dead.  

It's still dead.  

But I’m in it now, the random mother-searching-fever that sweeps over me sometimes, 

and the next thing I know I’m doing a deep-dive; I get on Facebook and search her name and 

location, her husband’s name and location, click on promising looking profiles but none are ever 

public.  

The nearest thing I’ve had to contact in the past ten years was about three years ago:  
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John and I were newly engaged and we had just bought this house and I was feeling self-

righteous and adult as fuck when I got this DM on Facebook Messenger from some lady name 

Sheila.  

Sheila had a picture of a blue parakeet perched on an oscillating fan as her profile picture. 

Her wallpaper picture was also birds, the blue one from the fan and a yellow one playing with 

some blocks on ugly brown carpet. Both pictures were blurry and out of focus. She was an old 

friend of my mom’s, from back in her California days. And it did ring a bell. The Unhappiest 

Year of Her Life, and Sheila, the one friend she had out there. “If I hadn’t met Sheila, I’d have 

killed myself,” she liked to remind my father whenever that time in their lives came up in 

conversation.  Well, I guess they had reconnected online the last few years which I didn’t know 

because it was well into our estrangement. Except now it seemed Sheila was in the same boat as 

me.  

Hi Marigold, 

You don’t know me, but I’ve been a friend of your moms for a long time. 

What a beautiful young lady you’ve turned into! You look so happy! So 

good to see! 

Do you know if your mom changed her number? We had been talking 

almost every day but I’ve been in and out of the hospital (I don’t know 

why I am bothering you with my crap haha) and I can’t get through to her. 

Do you have a number? Even an address?  

I gave her the numbers I had even though I knew they were bad, which I told her.  

“Can’t hurt to try!” She said with a happy little emoji. I didn’t think much about it. Two 

old girlfriends reconnecting. My mother did this. She has an instinct for other damaged people 
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and she trauma-bombs them with whatever version of her life most closely aligns with their own. 

She builds trust, collateral, then she bleeds them dry. She leaves husks behind. Or they catch on 

and betray her in which case they are blacklisted. She goes through people quickly. When she 

runs out, she has to dip into the past, to the people from high school, her dalliances with higher 

education, and the other friendships built in the dark corners in between, the people who 

remember a different version of her, like Sheila, the other tenant in the duplex where she lived 

with my father in San Diego in the late 80s.  

 

At the time, I wasn’t thinking about Sheila or what her reasons might be for trying so desperately 

to get ahold of Vera. Instead, I was thinking about everything this was bringing up for me in the 

wake of my impending wedding at which my mother would not be in attendance. Not because I 

didn’t invite her. I’d sent an email to the handful of addresses alerting her of my engagement, but 

they came back undeliverable. She had made a concerted effort to disappear and I’d respect that. 

Actually, it was sort of a relief. But who would have thought I wasn’t the only one? And then 

there came Sheila to remind me. And I had to relay everything to her all over again. I thought it 

was weird that she didn’t know that my mother and I were estranged, hadn’t spoken in years. It 

was weird that my mother hadn’t spent time maligning me, creating a narrative in which I was 

the sole arbiter of her pain and suffering. It made me think that maybe my mother felt differently 

now, that she was sad or embarrassed and didn’t like to talk about it at all, that previous life, her 

previous husband and the previous children they had together and the previous state they had all 

called home. I want to know, still, always, what my mother thinks of me. What role do I play in 

her life? What stories does she tell about me?  
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A week or so later, I got another message from Sheila: 

I’ve exhausted all possible forms of communication without success L 

please let me know if you hear from them! I would like to stay in touch. 

You are so beautiful. So good to see. 

Reading it back now, my reply was terse. Bordering on cruel. But something about 

Sheila’s language had creeped me out. I’ve exhausted all possible forms of communication 

without success sounded like it had been put through Google Translate or something. In the 

moment there was a part of me that thought maybe it wasn’t even a person on the other side of 

the screen.  

Thanks. My mom doesn’t want anything to do with me. I think you will 

probably talk to her before I do. 

But she was unfazed. Or at least didn’t let on.  

My mom and I have problems, too. But I know your mom truly loves you 

and Oly and I believe you will be together again one day. 

I never responded. Her mention of Oly had thrown me, like maybe Vera hadn’t 

mentioned that little fact of her dead son. But maybe, and this is only now occurring to me, the 

“one day” Sheila was referring to was the afterlife.  

 

Last year, in September, a month before our wedding in some last-ditch attempt to inform 

my mother of my marriage, I sent Sheila a message asking if she had ever heard from Vera but 

she never responded. Again, I didn’t think much about it. Then, on almost all of my wedding 

pictures, she left comments: 

Gorgeous 
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Beautiful 

Stunning 

Wow 

I don’t ever respond to comments.  

Then nothing. No more comments or DMs.  

That was weird, wasn’t it? All that contact and then nothing? I hadn’t considered it until 

now.  

I search through my messages and it’s still there, the message from September, 2018, the 

blue check mark beside it indicating she’d never even read it.  

I go to her profile. There are half a dozen posts about her death from November, 2018. A 

suicide, it seemed.  

“In and out of the hospital” she’d said. Six people posted on her wall. That’s it. Of the 

six, four were reaching out for the first time since high school or college. Their memories were 

of a girl, a girl who probably didn’t exist anymore, who’d died long before Sheila.  

Of course, the thought occurs to me that she was trying so desperately to get ahold of my 

mother because my mother was her only friend, and maybe, in the absence of my mother, I was a 

close a second. A face that evoked the same nostalgia. We look remarkably alike.  

It’s easy also to imagine my mother dying in much the same way as Sheila had, quietly 

and on her own. It could have already happened.  

 

This news of Sheila that wasn’t news to anyone but me, a person only barely, tangentially 

connected to her, carved out my guts. What had happened to the budgies?  
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Panic claws like a fever. I start to sweat. I scroll through IG, Pinterest, Facebook, Sheila’s 

profile, Instagram, Nate’s profile, what am I looking for? I don’t know. I will know when I find 

it. Email. There’s the alert:  

CCDA seeks Food Site Certification - Valley Times-News 

In a press release Monday, Vera Black, Executive Director of the 

Chambers County Development Authority, announced its plans to seek 

Food Site .... 

It will never be her.  

I toss my phone on the opposite end of the couch.  

I want John but he’s all closed up and I don’t know how to open him.  

 

If John were speaking to me, I would suck him off just to hear him tell me I’m beautiful. That’s 

the only time he says it, when I have his cock in my mouth and can’t say anything back.  

But not today, it is just the crisp clicking of fingers against keys, like a bag of Scrabble tiles 

getting tossed around. I can feel my stomach getting that sour tight feeling I hate, the one that 

makes my palms sweat and everything starts feeling accelerated, even and especially my 

thoughts, and I have to do something to make it stop. For now, digging my palms into my eye-

sockets, chewing my bottom lip, holding my breath. I can’t wait.  

John hates when I wake and bake. But it’s my trauma time and he’s giving me the silent 

treatment.  

Two hits and everything opens.  
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I look at Mo and wonder how the fuck I get to share a planet with a creature like Mo. A 

planet with cannabis and a month like October. I pick up Mo and hold him against my chest and 

stretch out on the ugly couch.  

“Alexa, play Astral Weeks by Van Morrison.” 

The loose, low strums of the title track vibrate, somehow, at the same frequency as the 

early morning sunlight that comes in cloudy and yellow as melted butter through the window and 

Van is singing about reincarnation.  

To be born again 

To be born again 

To be born again 

 I try to remember what had upset me and can’t. Sheila is just someone my mother knew 

a long time ago and, in a few hours, I’ll be sitting across the table from Tori with biscuits and 

booze between us.  

Tori.  

The pot’s making me horny.  

 

Like everything else, it’s complicated lately. I can’t even enjoy porn anymore. And I was 

into the really nasty stuff, too. Gang bangs and step-family stuff. The shit girls aren’t supposed to 

like. Something in me broke and now I can’t not look at their eyes or the corners of their mouths. 

It’s all I can see, because those are the places where all the emotions hide, and in porn, they’re 

wiped clean.  
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To fill the void, I’ve been listening to these horrible audio porn files where all the guys 

don’t so much talk as purr and they all have faintly British accents and say words like “asshole” 

without any shame or embarrassment. Even then, when the whole point is to build a fantasy, I 

don’t imagine John, I imagine Nate or I imagine Tori or I imagine Nate and Tori together. I 

rarely appear in my own fantasies. Imagining myself is getting harder and harder.  

It's getting harder to come, too. Even alone with a vibrator it takes forever. I have to tense 

up my entire body like a giant rubber band about to snap and then whatever happens is usually 

disappointing. I do it more out of a sense of sexual obligation to myself than anything. And 

sometimes just as a last resort because I think it will help me sleep (it doesn’t).  

Not for the first time, I try to think back, to isolate the moment when it started, these 

changes in me that won’t stop or slow no matter what I do, and I keep coming up with the same 

answer: my wedding.  

 

Not the day. The day is nothing. It is the build-up to The Day the makes you go insane.  

 I started losing weight as soon as we got engaged.  

 What I said about the mirror earlier, it’s true. But this thing, this hatred and obsession 

with my own flesh, it didn’t stop with the mirror. It was made clear to me that my body was a 

problem, that to exist in a body like a mine was a form of failure.  

There are tiers to that failure, I could see that even back then, at 8, 9, 10 years-old when 

all this started.  

The first tier was being born naturally beautiful, the definition of whatever the standard 

was at the time, but usually white and blond and built like a fishing rod. I had failed that through 

a genetic lottery, no fault of my own. The second tier was having the good sense to recognize 
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that where God faulted you, it was your responsibility to compensate. In this category I am 

wholly to blame.  

 

I was not a particularly active child. I played outside, yes, but never any kind of 

organized sport. I preferred days spent reading. I might go for a stroll, but these would often end 

with me lying down in the grass and getting lost in the sky and the clouds and eventually falling 

asleep. I was not one of those dainty little toddlers with wispy arms and picky palates who stayed 

trim and sexless until puberty. I liked everything and everything I liked I wanted more of.  

 

There is a series of pictures:  

I am three or four dressed for bed in a pink fleece onesie.  I am sitting on the kitchen 

floor. It is tacky 90s puke-green linoleum. In front of me there are a dozen chocolate cupcakes 

divided into piles. To my right, the cake plate holding ten untouched, perfectly-iced cupcakes, to 

my left, one naked cupcake, the frosting licked clean off. In my hands, the second cupcake is in-

process, the evidence covering my arms and face. At this age, it is adorable. In ten years, a 

mother gets concerned.  

 

My mother was concerned. I have my suspicions that her concerns began before my 

father’s, though he voiced his first. I have my suspicions she planned it this way. After all, it was 

his initial comment she echoed that day in the Target dressing room. A day I keep returning to 

because it is so clearly the beginning of something. I can’t name it, but I feel it, a crushing 

pressure that invades a space the size of a fist beneath my navel. 
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I must have been about 9. We were bathing suit shopping in preparation for an upcoming 

family-trip to Sedona to my see my grandmother on my dad’s side. But where we were, early 

March in Indiana, a place like Arizona felt impossibly foreign and far away to me, and I couldn’t 

find it inside me to emit the same level of fevered concern over finding a bathing suit that 

seemed to fuel Vera.  

It had been going on for weeks, this bathing suit anxiety. It being winter, the selection 

most places were paltry and all of mine from the summer before were too small. We’d looked 

already at Kmart, Wal-Mart, and even the bigger, fancier department stores we didn’t usually 

venture inside, Dillard’s and Macy’s. No Dice. But finally, with spring break just a few weeks 

away, Target was advertising “Swimsuits for the whole family.”  

The whole family minus my dad crammed inside the tiny dressing room. There was still 

snow outside. Back then it snowed every winter with a final, heavy or “spring” snow storm 

nearly every March. It must have been a few days after the last snow because it was all gray, 

scraped and packed into muddy, salt-flecked icebergs that grew out of the corners of all the 

parking lots. Inside, it was hot and too bright. We had to shed layers of off-brand puffer jackets 

and hats and scarves before I could even try on the horrible pink, flouncy one-piece options 

available to 9-year-old girls in 1998.  

I was red-faced, somehow both sweaty and cold as I struggled to pull the suit up over my 

thighs. Vera, tired, hot, impatient, Oly clinging to her back like a baby possum, tugged it up and 

over my little baby gut. She let the straps snap against my shoulders. She sat back and looked at 

me and didn’t like what she was looking at. She pinched my belly.  

 “Your dad’s right,” she said. An exceedingly rare admission.  

 “You do have a weight problem.”  
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I don’t even remember what bathing suit we bought.  

 

I couldn’t take a hint.  

I kept eating, just more self-consciously.  

Point is, I couldn’t diet. I couldn’t do what so many women, my mother and her mother 

among them, are able to do—which is to maintain states of caloric restriction that are honestly 

just a socially-acceptable variety eating-disorder. No one cares if you don’t eat as long as you 

still look hot. Also no one cares if you don’t eat if you’re fat. But I lacked the anorexic gene. Sin 

now, repent later has always been my motto. So, the temperament tier, I was a failure there, too.  

 And then, within the tier-dom of the LiveJournal/Tumblr ED forums, I fell out 

somewhere around a level three.  

 Level one are your stereotypical Black Swan type-A anorexics: over-achieving, beautiful, 

waify white girls. They are The Ideal to which all other ED-girls secretly or not so secretly 

aspire.  

 Level two are your stereotypical Black Swan type-B bulimics: a little edgy, some tats, 

some piercings, maybe even a brunette—but still conventionally hot and high-functioning, and, 

let’s be real, probably still white but maybe you’d Google it.  

Hey Google, is Mila Kunis white?  

 Your level threes are a mixed bag. The girls who can’t find their groove, who can’t seem 

to hack it (pardon the pun), girls like me, laxative and exercise bulimics and the ARFIDs and the 

OCD kids and the orthorexics.  

 But we aren’t the bottom. At the very bottom are your BEDs, the binge-eaters. The most 

rebellious kind of woman—she fails every tier and makes no effort at repentance in our eyes. We 
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might take pity on her if her fatness is the sole focus of her life, if she is making the choice to eat 

herself to death. But the unapologetically fat? We cannot abide them.  

 

I am apologetic but could never rise beyond a level three, even once I learned how to make 

myself purge. Even at my thinnest, I was never thin or pretty or successful enough to level-up. 

And I wasn’t consistent. Some years were lost to my body, to the shaping and whittling of it, but 

then something else would interest me. Maybe I’d fallen in love or started a new job or was 

distracted by sex and happiness for a few years and I’d eat and exercise pretty normally. Then 

something would trigger it, or maybe I was just bored and needed focus and it would be back and 

I’d have the thought, this isn’t good, I should probably get some help, as I was driving to Kroger 

for a peach pie, a sleeve of Pringles, a pint of Ben & Jerry’s for a planned binge on my lunch-

hour which I would then purge in the Planet Fitness bathroom before going for a quick 5K on the 

treadmill and a shower before heading back to the office. 

 

I almost leveled up in the months leading to my wedding. I could see it, this glittering mirage in 

the distance that was the money and power and love that would envelop me once I could pass as 

Bella Hadid’s body-double.  

Two days after John proposed, I registered for a marathon that fell on November 3rd, two 

weeks after our wedding. Tori and I started training in earnest in June of that year. A month out 

from The Big Day, I was running 50 miles a week and working full-time and planning a wedding 

and applying to PhD programs and spending my weekends hunting for haybales and practicing 

my floral arranging skills while John played Fantasy Football and told me to relax.  
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But. 

I was radiant and my bones glowed like silverfish beneath my skin. In the mornings, after 

my run, I’d strip off the soaked shorts and sports bra and bend over and touch my toes in front of 

the mirror just to see my ribs.  

Hello ribs.  

Nice to meet you.  

I didn’t feel sexy exactly. My libido was gone. I was too stressed or too tired for sex most 

of the time. But I took more nudes than I ever had and sent them to John. I loved to look at my 

naked body, loved touching my naked body. I loved how my bones felt against the mattress, how 

there wasn’t a position I could find, really, that was comfortable, that was soft enough against 

my bones. On Saturday mornings, if John worked, I’d stay in bed just to touch my new body.  

But I did it. I wore a size two wedding dress and my cheekbones could cut glass and 

everyone said: 

Gorgeous 

Beautiful 

Stunning 

Wow. 

 

Of course, I couldn’t keep it up. Once the marathon was over the weight piled back on, 

but I couldn’t get myself to run. I just wanted to eat and watch terrible reality dating shows and 

never show my face again. Two months married and it was like I was trying to prove how much I 

could let myself go. And when you hate yourself that much it’s really hard to think about anyone 

else and their feelings. So, I fucked around with Tori and I fucked around with guys online and I 
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started going to bed by 6pm or not at all and thinking about my mom all the time and setting all 

these Google Alerts and eating more and puking more and smoking weed whenever I wasn’t 

eating or puking all the while Tori seems to be growing increasingly distant as I get hornier and 

hornier for Nate and my dissertation gets darker and weirder and less and less like a dissertation 

and more and more like the ravings of a mad woman. And that seems like an answer to the 

question of “When did this all start?” but it’s the kind of answer that is actually just asking more 

questions.  

 

“You gonna flip that?”  

John is almost shouting so I know it’s not the first time he has asked but it is the first time 

I have heard him. 

“What?” 

“The record. It’s been skipping for the past five-minutes.”  

His voice has an edge but at least he’s speaking to me again. I could weep with relief.  

Years ago, when I asked John what heroin felt like, that was the word he used.  

It just feels like relief.  

* 

It is one of those brutally beautiful fall days with huge silver clouds that somehow never obscure 

the sun and there’s a silky breeze and the patio at Le Moo is packed but Tori still stands out, 

wearing a white knit mock neck tank, her bare arms radiant with sun and hair dark and shiny as 

plaits of black licorice. She’s leaning back in her chair, head tilted up, eyes closed against the 

sun. I spotted her as I pulled in and watched her from behind my windshield. In that Shia 

LeBeouf movie Disturbia I always identified more with LeBeouf’s character than Sarah 

35



 

  

Roemer’s. I’m a creep. I’m a weirdo. She’d ordered something already. Something lemonade 

yellow in a highball glass with a purple straw and little purple flowers, violets.  

This is promising. Tori is a Gemini and she has two personalities. I hoped she’d tipsy and 

fun Tori and not serious and intense Tori. She stretched, turned, opened her eyes, saw me, 

smiled, then the hands, the questioning shrug and exaggerated wave. I got out of the car.  

 

 “Were you just creepin’ on me?” she asked when I got to the table. 

 “I’m a creep. I’m a weirdoooo,” I sang.  

She raised one eyebrow. “Yes, you are.” 

 “So,” She began, though she wasn’t looking at me but at the menu which was singed into 

a slim piece of teak, “How you doing, babe?”  

 Her eyebrows were arched in concern. A compassionate confrontation was coming. I 

didn’t want to deal with it.  

 “The party was great. You killed it.” 

 “No, when you left. It seemed tense between you two.” 

 She wasn’t caving.  

 “With me and John?”  

She nodded. 

 “Oh, he’s fine. I dunno, he was just in a weird mood last night or something.” 

 “He was being pretty flirty with Chelsea.” Tori took a sip from her drink, exaggerating 

the pucker of her lips around the tiny straw.  

 “I think that was my punishment for the coke,” I laughed.  

Silence. Tori was giving me her resting bitch face. 
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 “What? We’re fine! We even had car sex on the way home.” 

Tori threw up her hands. 

 “Oh great, just reward bad behavior.” 

 “Jesus. Can we like, flip the Bechdel test on this conversation or something?” 

She looked sorry then and I felt bad I’d snapped at her. 

 “Well, that will make it hard to tell you the thing I have to tell you then.” 

 “Oh god, what, is Nate like, actually related to the Trumps or something?” 

I loved any excuse to say his name.  

 “What? No. God, you always think of the worst thing. No, I’m leaving him though.” 

I didn’t know what to say to that which she must have expected.  

 “I know it seems sudden—” 

 “I don’t know if that’s the word—” 

 “—but I’ve actually been thinking about this a long time.” 

I wasn’t sure how that was supposed to make me feel better. Like, I know it seems like 

this is coming out of nowhere but actually I have just been icing you, my supposed best friend, 

out of a huge corner of my life. And because she can read my thoughts, Tori replies.  

 “The reason I didn’t tell you is the reason I haven’t told anyone. I can’t really explain it, 

but it felt like an impulse that I needed to protect until I knew why I was doing it. Like, I had to 

know that it was all me, that I wasn’t being swayed by outside perspectives.” 

 “Okay, I guess I get that. What’s the reason then?” 

Tori took a long sip of her lemony drink.  

 “I’m gay.”  

I shrugged.  
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 “You’ve always been gay.” 

 “Not Bi, Mari. Gay.”  

 “So, no dicks at all.” 

 “Well…” 

 “No masculine-presenting dicks?” 

 “Something like that.” 

 “How’s Nate handling it?” 

 “He’s not.” 

 

Apparently, the subject of Tori’s sexuality as well as a temporary separation had been 

broached almost a month ago, but since then, Nate had behaved as if the conversation had never 

happened. He had not mentioned it, and if Tori brings it up, he brushes it off or changes the 

subject. The Waldorf’s are legendary deniers. There is some family lore that Nate’s mother, 

rather than tell you why she’s upset with you, will go to great pains to pretend that you do not 

exist, even hiding your toothbrush and asking that the housekeeper not set a place for you at 

dinner, real savage shit like that. Nate was apparently just as gifted at making people feel 

invisible. Tori was in tears.  

 “I’m sorry. I know this is your time of year and I am supposed to be strong for you, but I 

am just at my breaking point, Mari.”  

 

The truth is, I was relieved. Relieved to have her eyes off me. I waved down the waiter 

and ordered us pancakes and bottomless mimosas and held Tori’s hand across the table with the 
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early autumn wind blowing lacy and warm against our skin and the sun too far away to be hot or 

blinding. 

* 

As it turned out, Tori’s sexuality was not the only reason she wanted out of her marriage. There 

was someone else. Claudette. Tori had mentioned her a few times over the past six months or so. 

A connection to Rick Winslow, the Dean of Arts & Letters, that I couldn’t quite parse. A niece 

maybe? It seemed she was living with him and his husband. She worked in fashion or something. 

I had to admit the details were blurry because whenever Tori brought her up, I felt queasy. It was 

the name. What millennial in Kentucky was named fucking “Claudette?” She was apparently 

French or half French or some shit and I just knew she was one of those bitches who never shut 

up about Paris and being French because Tori was becoming one of those bitches vicariously. 

But it had just seemed like a summer thing. I figured Tori had gotten sick of her since I hadn’t 

heard her name come up for months. But late that same day, on Sunday night hours after our 

brunch date, Tori called. I almost didn’t answer. By the time we hugged and said goodbye, early 

afternoon in the Le Moo parking lot, Tori had seemed like her old self again. We’d come up with 

some bullet-points, some solid changes she could make now for her own sanity and a plan for re-

broaching the subject with Nate.  

 

When I got home, John was in a better mood, too. He’d gone out for a run and made a 

pitcher of lemony sun-tea and he had a glass waiting for me. He’d put a splash of bourbon in 

mine and topped it with a little paper umbrella. We had a box of them leftover from our wedding 

and John liked to pop them out every now and then, usually as a gesture of muted apology which 

I accepted, and then we had long, slow, afternoon sex. The kind with lots of eye-contact and 
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whole minutes where you just hold each other, and now we were cuddled on the couch, legs 

slung over each other, watching Rick & Morty and I was stoned so the jokes were 90x funnier.  

 “Tori’s calling,” John said and pushed my glowing phone towards me across the coffee 

table with his toe.  

Rick was trying to find the perfect planet to be his bathroom-time planet and every time 

he’d get comfy and open his newspaper and start to drop a deuce, some alien creature would 

come along or there’d be acid rain or an asteroid or something. So fucking dumb.  

 “You gonna get it?”  

I picked up and walked towards the bedroom. I heard John pause the show and start 

playing videos on his phone.  

 “So I didn’t tell you everything at brunch today,” Tori began. And that’s when she told 

me about Claudette and how they’d been sleeping together since April and they were in love and 

that two weeks at MacDowell in June? Yeah, well, actually she’d been in Paris with Claudette. 

But Nate wouldn’t let go. He was the immovable obstacle between Tori and her new life. 

 “He can’t accept the fact that I am not aroused by his cock anymore,” she said. 

 “Is that what he said?” 

 “It’s not like he has to.” 

And then I could tell she was crying. She was sucking back thick snot and her words 

sounded all gummed-up.  

 “I think it is going to be okay though,” I tried to reassure her. It seemed obvious to me 

that he would come around, especially considering whatever it was that he and I had going on. A 

backup, even the idea of one, always helped.  
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“I don’t think Nate is an unreasonable person. He probably just needs some time and space to 

come around. It’s not like he can hold you hostage.” 

Tori laughed at that, but not a nice laugh. A mean sort of ironic laugh I’d never heard 

before and then she said, “Of course he can,” like it was all so obvious and I was just woefully 

out of touch. Which, of course, in hindsight, I was.  

 

And then Tori did something she’d never done before; she hung up on me.   

 

* 

Aside from the year in grad school when they experimented with polyamory, Nate and Tori have 

been together exclusively for twelve years. Tori is brilliant. She got a full-ride to Notre Dame 

where she met Nate and then they both attended Columbia for grad school. She could have been 

an astrophysicist or a surgeon like her father wanted, but she likes to read and watch movies and 

think about life, so she studied literature and wrote scathing essays blending both literary and 

cultural criticism. There was a book in the works. An examination of the absence of Black 

women from the thriller and true-crime genres despite being four-times more likely to be 

murdered by an intimate partner and twice as likely to be murdered by a spouse than their white 

counterparts. After Columbia, she got her dream job at Emory and then, two years ago, Raymond 

got sick.  

Of course, the University of Louisville was thrilled. Probably would have given her any 

job she wanted. Her title is professor of African-American Literature but it seems like she just 

teaches whatever the fuck she wants. She’ll be up for tenure in a few years.  
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She’s too bright for it though, the life she came back to. Ever since she came home and 

her and Nate bought that farm something in her has dimmed. Is that what happens when we’re 

forced to return to the past? Or what if you never left it? Have you never been truly alive? 

Raymond was gone less than a year into Tori’s homecoming. Of course, he died in May. Fucking 

joke. So she’s an orphan now. An orphan with cancer hanging over her like a prophecy.  

I started my PhD the same week Tori started her new job. We had lunch in the cafeteria 

and felt somehow ourselves now and ourselves as we had been a decade ago as replicated and 

refracted back at us in the deaf faces of the undergrads—their heads bobbing between the flat 

pearls of their Air Pods.  

 

What were the odds? Like we had planned this. Twins. Like I said.  

 

That first day we held hands across the red linoleum table and tossed back Styrofoam cup 

after Styrofoam cup of sweet bitter coffee and kept looking at each other like we’d both just seen 

the exact same ghost.  

 

This year, we designed a class together and convinced Dean Winslow to let me “co-

teach” (TA). It was basically like any other TA-ship on paper, but in the classroom, there was 

true parity. Or, not even that, better; it was jazz, improv, the instinctual give and release of power 

between people. Tori and I could fucking riff. And we were trying to tell these kids that the end 

was nigh. That you will owe the man forever and you will work forever and you will never be 

free so you better fucking start reading and listening to your Morrison (Toni and Jim) and your 

Baldwin and your Plath and every other prophet we’ve ignored for the sake of entertainment.  
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It was not as cult-y as I’ve made it sound, as I would have liked it to be. It was just a 

literature class. We made them read books and then we made them read radical theory and then 

we would meditate and dismantle the internalized beliefs that perpetuate our oppression 

(example: “Read The Bell Jar, Read Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, 

apply abjection theory to The Bell Jar via critical essay. Throw in some brilliant riffing, clips 

from Mad Men, some guided meditations into the origins of “our own unique gender 

construction” [which seemed like a cool idea in theory but was super fucking weird and sort of 

creepy in practice, so we dropped that and just had our ten minutes of “processing time” during 

which we all usually fell asleep.]) I don’t know if the kids could tell we are dicking around or if 

they cared. Probably they didn’t mind either way.  

 

After class, we would stay late, later than we needed to. Tori kept a bottle of Woodford in 

her desk and we swigged from it and watched dumb videos on YouTube or we got high and 

watched our favorite performances, Stevie Nicks singing “Wild Heart” backstage and Fiona 

Apple singing “I Want You” with Elvis Costello and looking practically possessed with desire.  

 

Sometimes, if I was drunk enough, I’d get brave and read to her. Not my stuff. I’m not 

insane. But better. Toni Morrison and Anais Nin and anything truly sexy I could get my hands 

on, so mostly poetry; Sharon Olds and Eileen Myles and Anne Sexton and Morgan Parker and 

Tommy Pico and…. I can’t think of a single straight white dude writing sexy poetry right 

now….Steve Scafidi I guess (you’re welcome, Steve). And if she got drunk enough she might 

scoot up close to me (we’d be sitting on the floor of her office by now) and wrap her hand 
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around my ankle and her fingers would feel warm and cool at the same time and she might move 

those same fingers up my calf to the soft hot divot behind my knee and my voice might catch and 

I would set down the book, it having served its purpose, and then I took her face in my hands and 

she tasted like I knew she would, like berries and earth and whiskey and she pushed me back into 

her books and I pushed my tongue against the gap in her front teeth like I’d always wanted to—

ever since she first smiled at me when we were sixteen.  

 

What if I told you this went on for months? That once or twice a week Tori and I got 

wasted in her office after hours and fucked? That I went home with my face musky with cunt and 

John didn’t bat an eye, and that apart from these weekly after-hours dalliances, our relationship 

continued as before? The game nights continued. Our marriages continued. In fact, we did not 

discuss the sexual aspect of our relationship outside the time in which the sexual aspect of our 

relationship occurred. And then, abruptly, back in May, it stopped. At first, she had plans with 

Nate. She told me in advance. Then out of town to visit family. A few weeks of this. Then, 

seeing if I wanted to go to a yoga after class instead of our usual routine. It happened so 

gradually, so tactfully, I almost didn’t notice. The whole time, no warmth seemed to be lost 

between us. She was just as open and affectionate with Nate as she was with me. It was, I told 

myself, a fleeting thing, a phase, something that needed to be worked out and now it had been 

and we could move on as friends, as we had always been.  

 

But no. It was Claudette.  
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So now the insane thought that won’t leave me alone is, what if I was just a convenient 

tool of internal validation? Like she was taking me out for a test drive to confirm her sexuality 

before moving on to Claudette because I don’t really matter, I am collateral on the way to 

something better. This is a long way of saying that I didn’t feel bad at all about seducing her 

husband.   
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III.  

Black Friday, November 29th, 2019: 195 days left 

After the coke on the sidewalk at my birthday and what I now knew about Tori and 

Nate’s whole “situation” the ball was in my court.  

 

 I’d just smoked two bowls of sticky Purple Haze so I’d be good and high by the time 

John got home from the gym. I put Coltrane on the record player and showered so I’d smell nice 

and not like weed.  

 In the shower, in winter, I liked to get the water as hot as I could take it and crack the 

little western-facing window to let in a blade of silvery cool air to mingle with the steam.   

 All my life I’ve been this way—a woman of extremes. It is a brutally cold day. I can’t 

remember a Thanksgiving so cold in years. Or maybe it is just that last year was particularly 

warm and my memory is getting shorter.  

 The water clings and curls and the cold air makes my nipples hard. I’ve never gotten off 

to Blue Train before. We keep jars of coconut oil all over the house for fucking because we still 

fuck a lot for people who have (mostly) only fucked each other for a decade. I stick three fingers 

inside the jar and then quickly inside myself and out, up, swirling the pads of my fingers around 

my clit, imagining Nate’s lips there, Nate’s hands inside me, Tori’s hands inside me while Nate 

fucks me up the ass and John watches, John’s cock inside me while Tori sucks on my cunt. I 

imagine every contortion and variation and come twice, but it doesn’t satisfy the desire to be 

fucked which is a verb, a craving, a compulsion almost. I want something, almost anything inside 

me at this point. I look at the shampoo bottles, the handle of the Wet Brush I keep in the shower. 

It’s not always this way. But every few years or so, I get this way, I want to be fucking ruined. Is 
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it like this for everyone? An impulse shared by all subs and bottoms to be dominated, filled, 

consumed almost by another being. I want it so much I feel crazed with it—all animal. Is this it? 

or a version of it—the thing men try and blame all their evil on? It must be. They can smell it on 

me—how I crave my own destruction, and then, they give me what I want twofold.   

  

I hear the front door open and Mo barking and John’s voice as he shrugs off his work 

bag, slips off his sneakers, “Hey MoMo, you have a good day, buddy?”  

“Hey babe!” I call out, try to make myself sound cheery, happy, relaxed. I am trying to be 

cool and not pick fights like I did about John’s birthday gift to me, which, as usual, was three 

days late and handed to me unwrapped in its Amazon box. A six-month supply of makeup 

removing wipes.  

“You’re always running out,” had been his argument which was true but didn’t help 

anything.  It was making me bitter all over again thinking about it. But then I come out and he’s 

standing there and even after ten years, seeing him naked, even like this—all bad posture and bad 

angles and the everyday grime of it— still gives me fanny flutters. There are certain places, the 

soft wells that form in his hips when he shifts his weight a certain way, a shadow of softness 

revealed by the movement of tendon and muscle. I love his legs. The perfect proportions of 

them, slim and muscular, pale skin shimmering under the blackest hair. He kisses me brusquely 

on the lips on his way to the shower.  

“Good day?” 

“Fine, yeah.” 

“Get a lot of work done?” 

“Yeah, a good chunk of the conclusion I think.” 
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“That’s great.” 

I had actually spent most of the day on my phone while watching RHOBH and thinking 

of how to start things with Nate, if I was going to start things with Nate, if I had the balls. I 

watched John’s perfect ass climb into the tub.  

“I’m going out with Austin tonight.” 

“You told me.” 

“Well, in case you forgot.” 

“I didn’t.” 

 His tone was incredulous, as if 98% of the time he didn’t ignore everything I said, forcing 

me to repeat myself endlessly. I decided to ignore it.  

 “You meeting him?” 

 “He’s coming here so he can flirt with you,” I was shouting now from the bedroom while 

I tried on different combinations of bras and underwear.  

 “But you’re not driving, right?” 

 “Obviously.”  

 Sometimes John thinks I am thirteen and have no idea how to take care of myself.  

 “Are you meeting Tori?” 

 “No, she’s busy.” 

John made a sound, something that sounded like hmmph, like he didn’t totally buy it 

which was fair. I always offered too much information and Tori probably wasn’t busy, but I also 

couldn’t have her there for obvious reasons. Or, reasons that felt obvious to me. If I was going to 

prowl, if I was going to flex my infidelity muscle, I needed Austin.  
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Austin is one of my oldest so I keep him a little separate from the rest of my friends.  

We met as children at an after-school acting conservatory in Louisville called Bloomsbury in 

some distant, pedantic reference to Virginia Woolf that none of the students understood but 

whose parents were all very impressed by.  

I was 8 and bucktoothed and mousy-haired and chubby and Austin was 9 and tall and 

angelic with the clear pale skin of a Jane Austen heroine (one of his favorite novelists) and hair 

that was dark brown but the kind of rare brown that is deep and not chestnut and not auburn and 

not mistakable for black but is just the densest, richest brown. A certain kind of pure earthiness it 

had for me, that hair. It reminded me, the first day I really took in Austin’s beauty because he 

was talking—to me of all people! —and I was standing there staring at him not listening and 

thinking of the bowl of polished buckeye nuts my grandmother Nonie kept on her coffee table in 

her ornate midcentury den that no one ever sat in.  

But he didn’t catch on or was too polite. And it turned out we were both strange. We read 

books other kids didn’t read. Austin loved Tennessee Williams and wanted to go to Julliard and 

move to New York City and I loved Carson McCullers and John Irving and wanted to go to 

Oxford and study literature and wear sweaters in England just like Sylvia Plath.  

Austin’s parents came from some sort of elite old-money-bourbon-or-horse-or-slave 

(probably all three) related dynasty where the culture is to send your offspring to boarding school 

instead of high school and then buy them ivy league undergraduate degrees so that effectively, 

when they come home and step into their inheritances and whatever political position they will 

inevitably fill, they have lost touch with every aspect of true regional culture and so it’s just 

endless hegemony and redistricting to make everything whiter and softer and safer for people 

like Mr. and Mrs. Bingham who I personally have zero respect for because they knew their one 
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and only angel boy was gay before Austin had even had a chance to jerk it, so when he finally 

did come out to them at fourteen, they had a plan in place and the plan was to play it straight 

until college, at which point he could go to New York and have some transformative experience 

and come back reinvented. They would skip all that messiness in the middle. The ugly high-

school-ness of it all.  

But when it was just him and me that first fall? With years still between us and all that? 

Well, we were like two little fireflies lighting up for each other.  

And then, there were the lost years. Austin had just come out to his Nazi parents and I 

was in Chicago falling in love while Vera and Oly stayed home in Indiana with Dad and Vera 

went slowly insane. And then, that same year, I quit acting, quit Bloomsbury. I stopped 

answering calls from my friends. Except Austin. But he called less and less. And then, a year 

later, Christmas when I’m 14-years-old, we vanish.  

 I don’t see Austin again until I’m 16, the same age I am when I meet Tori. But Tori gets 

me after the two years, post Vera. Austin knows me from before. Austin knew Vera—had eaten 

her quiche, drank her lemonade, swam in her pool, run bare-legged through her fields—slept on 

piles of blankets in the backyard with her daughter where Vera had watched him sleep and 

thought him beautiful.  

This is what liars do: we hide our pasts inside other people. 

 

Austin did go to New York and he did go to Juilliard and he did return home triumphant 

and transformed and he lives there still, acting and writing plays and being unbearably beautiful 

and well-read—he is just home for Thanksgiving.  
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Yesterday was Thanksgiving, today is Blackout Friday and we are going out. Tonight, 

we’re meeting up with Gus, a sweet little ginger who Austin will devour, but at least Austin will 

be distracted and I’ll be able to hunt. All this premeditation, all this deceit. I know what you must 

think because I think it too. I am not blind to myself. Not a monster. I remorse. I regret. I repent. 

I re re re re re re.  

 

John found some excuse to be in his boxers when Austin finally got here so they could do 

their customary homoerotic routine where Austin would ask John how much he was lifting now 

and they would exchange equations of pounds and rounds and reps while demonstrating correct 

form and extolling the benefits of free weights over resistance machines while consciously and 

unconsciously flexing various muscle groups while I stood there and felt like the biggest third 

wheel. But then our Uber came and saved me.   

I kissed John goodnight and when Austin and I got in and shut the doors and said our 

hellos, the Uber driver turned around and it was a girl who looked like she’d just turned sixteen 

yesterday. Austin looked at me seriously and said, “How can you leave a man like that alone on a 

Friday night?” like I was leaving a dog chained-up outside or something.  

 

The truth is, this is how a lot of people feel about John and I can think of no reason to 

disagree. He is hot and loyal and sweet and has hung strong for all my batshit-ness. He also pays 

all the bills, cooks the majority of the meals and washes all the dishes. The sex is good half the 

time and the other half is either great or terrible so it all comes out in the wash.  The reasons for 

my malaise are various and unnamable. They slither and slip around inside me, black and 

eyeless, dumbly colliding with one another.  
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I buckle myself in. The satisfying click. Immediately I’m feeling small and like a child in 

the backseat of a car.  

 “What?” I give Austin my most incredulous bitch face. “A married woman can’t go out 

for one night without her man?”  

 “Not when he looks like that,” he says, taking a cue from our pink-haired child driver and 

cracking his window to pull on his vape.  

 Oh, so he was just horny.  

 “But I already have one that looks like this,” I said squeezing against him, hand over his 

anxiously grown and tended pectorals. Flattery, my mother taught me early, will get you 

everywhere.  

 “Boo, you whore,” he says, pushing me away before pulling me back and hugging me for 

real, how old friends do.  

* 

The gas firepits in front of Nowhere, Louisville’s worst gay bar, are all burning. Nowhere is the 

worst because it’s big and crowded and slutty and has been infiltrated by rapey straights but is 

still the best bar for a hookup so that is where we are meeting Gus, who stands out like a 

snowman, like a real-life human Olaf with his big red nose and mop of red ringlets and his tartan 

scarf around his cold white neck amongst the be-hoodied frat boys throwing fake punches and 

the thin, austere gays in leather jackets smoking and watching the scene unfold.  

 “Gussy-Gus!!” Austin sings, croons. Gus’s ears turn to embers. I watch them turn. Austin 

is irresistible. Some kind of codeine-laced person. I could tell I’d misjudged old Gussy-Gus. He 

knew exactly what he was in for. Exactly how temporary and transcendent it all would be. But 

hadn’t that god of a man sung his name across a courtyard full of fire and hadn’t everyone heard 
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it? Seen it? Being the recipient of that kind of attention could alter the trajectory of your whole 

life.  

 

Inside, the mixture was a little more eclectic. There were lots of straight people on 

account of the holidays. People like me, baby gays out with their gayer friends or just full-

straights down for whatever the night had in store or straight guys looking to pick up girls where, 

rumor was, it was easier, their guard was down. Sometimes they might even make out with you 

because they thought you were gay or bi and weren’t really interested in fucking them and 

therefore weren’t really a threat. I’d already lost Gus and Austin. No doubt grinding in the center 

of the sweaty throng that had formed in front of the DJ booth.  

I sat at the empty bar and waited for something to happen. And then something did.  

 “Matilda?” was his first question. I’d watched him come in. It was obvious it was a blind 

date. He was nervous and looking around frantic. Checking his phone. Tall and lanky and very 

cute with blond stubble and small black gauges in his ears and a gray beanie worn set back on his 

head. He was even wearing Vans to fill-out the skater-boy stereotype. He knew I was not 

Matilda. But Matilda had obviously been a no show, so he, not wanting the night to be a 

complete loss, latched on to the next best thing.  

 “Close, actually,” I said before introducing myself.  

 “Mari, cool, cool,” he said while holding my hand in his. His other palm he placed over 

his chest when he said, “I’m Lucas,” and that’s when I became conscious of the chest and the red 

flannel and just how tall he really was and it was cinched.  

 

 

53



 

  

* 

Lucas has a terrarium. It’s the only light in his dingy little apartment and it cast a sallow glow. 

The terrarium itself is massive. One of those console aquariums that were popular in the late 90s 

at the same time as waterbeds. A time apparently when everyone wanted to be as close to water 

as possible without getting wet. Lucas’s is sans water. Ours was too. We’d retrofitted one almost 

exactly like it for Oly’s Ball Python, Bill.  

 “Snake?” I ask, pointing and making my way to the tank. Lucas stepped off to the “living 

room” which was really just a futon in front of a wooden pallet that served as the media display 

for his flatscreen and his Xbox. There was also a folding card table with a bong and an 

assortment of Taco Bell hot sauces strewn over it. A soft pink light bloomed behind my head. I’d 

missed it. On the floor, I shit you not, a neon pink lava lamp which Lucas had switched on.  

 “Lizard,” he beamed at me, aged backwards before my eyes, practically bounded to the 

tank where he softly, so softly, more softly than he will probably ever touch a woman in his life, 

slid open a hatch in the lid and lifted out a pound of gray and swarthy lizard flesh.  

 “Mari, meet Amelia,” and before I could say anything she was in my arms, this 

surprisingly smooth, glossy, doe-eyed little muscle. Lucas stood back, hands on his hips, smiling 

down at us, “Isn’t she the coolest?” 

I agreed.  

 “The coolest.” 

 

Lucas and I did kiss because it seemed like something we had to do but it felt wrong right away 

and we both knew it. It felt better once that part was out of the way though. Then we lit up the 

pipe and I asked Lucas to put Amelia “right here” indicating my sternum which was bare since 
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I’d taken off my coat and was just in my tank top and he just said “of course” like it was the 

naturalist thing in the world and it was. It wasn’t weird at all when he placed her between my 

breasts. In no time Amelia and I were the same temperature, the same body. 

* 

Lucas was couchlocked and explaining the extreme selective breeding history of the modern 

captive Bearded Dragon, the difference between the “Morphs” and the “Trans,” and how there 

were basically three variations in scale texture, each getting progressively smoother, or, as he put 

it, “Silkier to the touch”—each of these permutations made the animal more sensuous but more 

fragile. Amelia, being a smokey Silkback, was one of the rarest breeds. Her reduced scale 

texture, which made her weak and prone to injury as well as UV damage, also meant she was 

deliciously soft to the touch. It was all terribly interesting and sad. I looked down at the little 

gray freak between my breasts. It was clear that Lucas loved the animal, was possibly in-love 

with the animal. What a mess it all was—all that time, all those cells, for what? Buttery-smooth 

skin? Slow, warm cancer death for a reduced 12 of the average 15 years for a well-cared-for 

captive Bearded Dragon? A glass box full of light in the apartment of some boy in Louisville, 

Kentucky. The love of some boy for a reduced 12 of the average 15 years of a well-cared for 

Bearded Dragon. The love of some boy for 12 years. Love.  

 And then I truly made myself weep like this was some big epiphany, like I was Michael 

Scott crying at the tagline for my own movie. But the reason is I can’t say boy and love and love 

and boy and look at a boy like Lucas and this beautiful fucking lizard and not be thinking of Oly. 

Because there are always two reels going and in one of them half of my family isn’t missing. 

And then I realize Lucas has stopped talking, is gazing wistfully at me and I get that jolt in my 
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heart that says no, that says maybe this is headed in a direction I don’t want it to go, but it passes, 

he smiles, gives Amelia a tiny pet between the eyes.  

 “Most girls are freaked out by her.” 

 “By this sweet baby angel?” and I kiss her snout even though I think I remember you can 

catch salmonella that way.  

 “Naw, I grew up around like, every kind of animal.” 

 “Really? That’s so cool.”  

I shrugged.  

 “I mean sometimes it was.” 

 “But other times…” 

 “It was a fucking pain in the ass. I asked if you had a snake when I came in because when 

we were kids my little brother had a tank like that for his Ball Python, Bill…” 

“Bill!” Lucas snorted, delighted.  

 “Fire Marshall Bill. Ask a seven-year-old boy to name something. Anyway, somehow my 

mom gets it in her head that it is Oly’s like, deepest heart’s desire to have a little snake pet, like 

she curates this entire aesthetic around it.” 

 “He wasn’t into it?” 

Lucas lights up the bowl again.  

 “I don’t think so. I just remember her specifically like, buying him anything with a reptile 

pattern and buying him little toy reptiles and shit. And like, she kind of dressed him like a little 

Alan Grant back then too, and then getting him his dream pet becomes this whole endeavor.” 

 “I mean, Ball Pythons are pretty cool,” Lucas says between coughs as he passes the bong. 

I nod as I hit the bowl.  
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 “Oh, totally. But my brother fucking hates snakes,” I blow the smoke up into the ceiling, 

thinking of Amelia. Can lizards get a contact high? If so, this one is practically Seth Rogan. 

 “What?” 

 “Oh yeah, Oly, he hated all reptiles. Like disgusted by them. Gives him the heebie-

jeebies.” 

 “What the fuck!” 

 “Yeah, so imagine like, five years of your childhood sleeping in the same room with the 

animal you loathe most and being forced to have regular physical contact with that animal. Oh, 

and you have to feed it live mice.”   

 “Wait, so your mom didn’t know though? That he like, hated it?” 

 “Who knows.” 

 “Oh, fuck that’s funny. What’s your brother do now? He’s not like a…” Lucas snapped 

his fingers, “Fuck I’m ruining my own joke! Ross Geller?” 

 “A paleontologist?” I offered. 

 “Exactly.” 

 “Very funny. No, no, he’s dead actually.” 

It came out fast and casual, like it was a normal thing, something I was used to. It hadn’t 

ever come out so naturally before and it shocked me. Shocked Lucas too maybe because he fell 

back into the futon, scratched his scruffy chin. 

 “Oh, fuck.” 

 “Yeah,” I scratched Amelia’s head lightly just between the eyes, the way I learned she 

liked best, her inner, pearly white eyelids clamming up with involuntary pleasure.  

 “Oh, fuck.” 
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The Book of Oly 

Five acres. Did any two words ever belong to each other more? Ours was an acre of sloped 

prairie bisected by a gravel driveway—then the house—a small brick ranch, then the barn, twice 

the size of the house and Amish-built, the thick black timber worn to a silvery gray. Beyond the 

barn, another two acres of rolling meadow and patches of dense velvet moss in the shady low 

spots where the chain of pine trees marked our property’s end. The back two acres were forest.  

Southern Indiana used to be all hardwood forest. Then colonization and the Civil War 

and the sawmills and the brutal white people I must count myself among who look at God and 

see money.  

Well, we fucked all that up of course.  

 

Now the woods form a delicate lattice across the infinite fields of corn and soybeans. But 

our woods were just that, ours. I knew all of its trees and trails and where all the best grapevines 

were for swinging, and the places where the canopy thinned-out and the snakes liked to sun in 

spring. I knew which of the sinkholes were growing and which ones stayed the same, a 

superficial indication of life within the caves below. The only other person who knew those five 

acres like me was my little brother Oly.  

 

Olyver Sinclair Clay. A pretentious, self-important name that didn’t suit him the same way 

Marigold River Clay didn’t suit me. We were always just Mari and Oly.  Our full-names were 

embarrassing and then, later, they were funny.  

It was in the Lost Years that we really started joking about them and about her, the 

woman who gave them to us.  
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But before that, when we were still at Home on the Five Acres, we were both closer and 

further apart, the kind of intimacy your right arm shares with your left—they don’t know about 

the other one really, and yet they couldn’t exist apart. It was like that. We could love and hate 

each other 90 times in an hour. I could wish him dead one minute and spend the next breathless, 

chasing him barefoot through the apple trees and crying with laughter, the late summer earth 

buzzing with bugs and smelling of sugar and death from the fallen fruit.  

* 

I lived the first three years of my life an only child and I thrived. In home videos, my father holds 

the camcorder and asks me to sing some of my old standards, If I Only Had a Brain from The 

Wizard of Oz, I do my Tony the Tiger impression, sing the “Clean-Up” song from Barney and 

the Reading Rainbow theme song. I’m happy to do it. You can tell. A total ham. I eat it up. In the 

background there is Vera, hugely pregnant, her hair dyed dark brown and cut into a Wynona 

crop. Her cheeks are dappled red with cystic acne and she looks in every video, in every picture 

from that year and the first year of Oly’s life, either vacant-eyed or like she is holding back tears. 

In the videos I don’t seem to notice the change in her.  

“Mommy, mommy, watch,” I say over and over again, not noticing that she doesn’t. Or 

choosing not to.   

See, it’s hard to remember how I really felt. How I felt. I know how she felt. She told me. 

It started, like everything else, after her father killed himself. When she didn’t want to fall asleep 

because then she would be alone, so she kept me awake with the ghost stories of our family.  

And where was Oly during all of this? He was there. Quiet, still, cheeks sweaty and 

flushed with sleep or back turned to us and curled into the wall. He was four and a half but still 

so small I could carry him and it wasn’t like I was a monster six-year-old. We both, Vera and 
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me, thought of him like a baby I think. Only he wasn’t a baby. Many of those nights he was 

awake, listening.  

Listening when she told me about the first time her father raped her, with his fingers, 

when she was two. And then again and again and again until she left for college. And then, in 

college, drunk at a frat party there was a chain of boys. By the time the last one finished his turn, 

she’d sobered up enough to call her roommate to come and get her.  

“I’m not telling you this to scare you,” she said.  

All during these nightly confessionals her face was slimy from her tears mixed with the 

face cream she used.  

 “I’m not scared.” 

 “Good,” She pulled me into her chest—which is still the safest, warmest place I can 

travel to in my mind despite everything—and breathed her hot wet breath into my scalp. This 

was the time, when she was holding me but not looking at me, when she would tell me the real 

things. The things that seemed to really matter because she would always sigh and fall asleep 

after she told them to me.  

 Then, my face against her breasts, her hand caressing my hair, she said in a near whisper.  

 “You have a sister you know,” 

 An abortion, she explained. A word I’d heard before but didn’t understand.  

 “It was too early to tell of course, but I knew it was a girl. And then when we found out 

about you, I knew it was my second chance.” 

 She was quiet for a minute, petting my hair still, figuring out how to tell me whatever she 

had to tell me next. 
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 “Sometimes I think you’re her. I wasn’t ready for you that first time but now I am, 

because I know you’re going to do great things.” 

 She paused again. 

 “You know, a month before you were born, I heard a voice. I’m a little bit psychic. And 

this voice, it told me that my first child would be a great leader of humanity but that I would 

have a second child, too, and that child would follow in the footsteps of the first.” 

 She kissed the top of my head. 

 “But then you were born and I was so confused because….” 

 And here her words got choked up. 

 “Because once I had you it was like I didn’t want you.” 

  

It was the crying, she said. I wouldn’t stop crying. She was afraid to touch me. 

Everything set me off. She could not make me happy.   

 

Back in the old house, before the country house, before Oly, when it was just the two of 

us because Charlie was working so much, Vera was afraid to hold me because when she does, 

she wants to hug me into her own body until my bones crack, until my body can be reabsorbed 

into hers, broken and consumed and vaporized. She stood over me in my crib while I stared up at 

her and saw whatever a three-month-old can see, a blur of color, a sense of warmth, of mother, 

and then she bends down, places her lips on my little conch of an ear and says in a whisper, 

“Stop. Crying.” She picks up the plush ducky and tickles my feet with it which momentarily 

distracts me into silence. Then she moves it up my legs, hovers at my belly, again at my face, 

thinks about it, just setting the ducky down there, seeing what could happen. 
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 “Did you?” I had to know. Had to, my tiny heart hiccupping around in my ribcage. 

 “Of course not,” she pulled me into her and snuggled me, “It wouldn’t have mattered 

anyway. You’d live through anything.”  

 

I thought she meant something supernatural, like a witch had put a curse on me and I’d 

live forever while everyone I loved died until I was the only person left. But really, all she meant 

was that I’d live through her.  

 
It got better. She saw a therapist, got on Prozac. But then Oly. Something about the 

prospect of a son flooded her with anxiety. Diaper changings and baths in particular were a 

source of concern. She’d tried to bring it up with her mother. Just a regular Sunday dinner. A 

meatloaf congealing in the oven, a pale February sunset that made the snow look silver and the 

trees look black. I played with blocks or something on the carpet and Vera set the table while the 

men walked the property line. Nonie was preparing her for the differences in caring for a male 

infant.  

 “The piss just goes…” and my grandmother swirled her pointer finger up into the air over 

her head and Vera laughed.   

 “How will I clean his…” 

 “His willy?” my grandmother finished her question.  

 “Same as a girl, just wipe off the shit.”  

But it was in her. This thing. Something else. A little tickle in her fingers. Something 

unnatural. Something maybe even evil. It was an episode of Oprah that got her asking her 

therapist about incest and repressed memories. And this hack, whoever was in-network in rural 

62



 

  

Indiana in 1992, helps a woman who is 7-months pregnant recover repressed memories of her 

own incest.  

After she remembered, she stopped going to therapy, cut off all her hair and dyed it 

black. Stopped speaking to her father and banned him from her children and home. Her maternal 

instinct was goth and feral and insane and men, all of them, except the one growing inside her, 

were excommunicated, she’d raised the draw-bridge and retreated into her castle and Oly became 

her sole concern, her prince.   

 

With Oly, I think my mother’s goal was to make him into the One Good Man—to form 

and mold and curate him to be the antithesis of every man she’d ever known.  

Once, after a Saturday morning breakfast at Cracker Barrell, Oly and I were allowed one 

small toy from the gift shop. I picked one of those Grow-Your-Own-Boyfriends you put in water 

overnight. He started out beautiful but the next day I woke to find this misshapen thing, not a boy 

at all, just a swollen, waxy creature I was supposed to love. Oly got a Beanie Baby. A black and 

white cow with beautiful blue eyes. 

 Oly was small and timid, sweet and quiet. He had trouble with words. They didn’t come 

easily to him as they did to me and my mother. Like most small children, his emotions ran strong 

and fluid just beneath the surface. But without words, the currency my mother and I exchanged 

with rapid fluency, we were lost to understand him.  

 “Are you sad?” We asked. 

He shook his head, tears streaming down his cheeks, the skin purple with blood.  

 “Angry?” 
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He bent his head back and wailed, his little feet beating against the floorboards. He could 

not name the things within. He wanted only, I’m sure, to be held, rocked, told soothing lies, it’s 

ok, you’re safe. His needs unmet, he’d lash out, strike me, kick me, and then, besieged with guilt, 

stuff himself in the dark, dusty slit between our parent’s bedframe and the cold concrete floor 

where he’d stay for hours while Vera and I coaxed and begged on hands and knees. He had to 

learn the rules I’d seemed to come into the world knowing instinctively—that Vera needed 

direction, specifics, she needed words. Eventually he caught on, understood her, better, perhaps, 

than even I did. 

* 

By age four, the year Papa F died, Oly had a fear of chemicals. That was the word he used, but 

the presence and source of these chemicals was mysterious. He would wash his hands upwards 

of twenty times a day, his new soft skin turning ashy and rough until it finally cracked and bled. 

The foods on his plate weren’t allowed to touch and he would only eat with utensils that 

travelled straight from the drawer to his dish, never touching another surface in between. He was 

afraid of all cleaning products save for the mildest of soaps which he used obsessively.  

 

I’ll tell you the exact origin of this particular fear:  

It was just a few weeks before Papa F’s suicide because it was a crisp fall day and we had 

just paid for a tank of gas and Dr. Pepper and some gummy worms for me and Oly to split and 

Vera held our hands as we rushed out of the Sav-a-Step into the clear bright sunlight and the cold 

wind. It must have rained the night before. There was a sizeable puddle in the lot shaded beneath 

the awning and the water was glazed with oil. Its surface swirled with iridescent rainbows. Oly 

64



 

  

stopped, looked down, stared. I held his right hand, Vera held my right, jerked it when she strode 

ahead and was stopped by our immobility.  

 “Oly!” 

He was reaching down towards the puddle, about to touch the swirls and curls of color.  

 “Don’t touch that. It’s chemicals!” 

Her tone was shrill, Oly jerked his arm back, stood up, looked at me. I wasn’t sure. We 

moved on with the day.  

 Then Papa F.  

 A red truck running in a closed garage.  

 

Earlier that same year, in April, at Easter, after church we went to Bob Evans and Papa F 

held my hand as we made our way in, all six of us. The parking lot was littered with vintage hot 

rods. Must’ve been a car show in town. Old men with pot bellies stood sipping steaming cups of 

coffee next to the growling engines. The hoods were all up, hard and shiny as the backs of 

beetles, and the smell of gasoline mixed with fresh-cut grass gave me a good feeling and the sun 

was warming everything up and I looked up at the old man holding my hand who I wasn’t sure if 

I was supposed to trust or not, but felt some affection towards nonetheless and said, “I like that 

smell.” 

He squeezed my hand. “Gasoline?” He winked at me then and lowered his voice. “I like 

it, too.”  
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We never took Oly anywhere. Vera diagnosed him herself. OCD. For his cracked and 

peeling hands, she applied Vaseline nightly before stuffing his slimy hands into little mittens to 

seal in the moisture.  

* 

The summer after her father’s suicide, Vera went to work part-time at Pier-1 and Oly went mute.  

 Since Charlie was always away working, on the days when Vera worked too, Nonie 

watched us. She lived with us then anyway. She couldn’t stay in that house, the house where 

he’d finally done it. When the plot of land across the road from us went up for sale, she bought it 

and started building. By the time my mother decided to go back to work, the foundation had been 

poured and they were framing it out. Nonie walked over every day to review the progress. If Ted, 

the contractor, was there, she’d follow him around the build site smoking his cigarettes and 

altering the blueprints to add cathedral ceilings or an extra fireplace at the last moment. 

Sometimes we’d go with her. Sometimes I think she’d forget we were even there. We all kept to 

ourselves a lot that first year. The adjustment was most difficult for Oly. 

 When his silence didn’t work to keep Vera from leaving, he employed the opposite tactic, 

screaming, crying, biting, and clawing to get at her and keep her from leaving. Whatever he 

could do, he would. Damn anyone who tried to get in his way. But he was small, skinny. For 

three weeks he wailed while Nonie held him, her arms and legs wrapped around him like a spider 

entombing its prey. She sat like that on the floor with Oly on her lap and her back against the 

bedroom door while I watched from the window and gave her the all clear once my mother’s car 

was safely out of sight. Once the possibility of Vera’s return had come to pass, Oly’s wails 

subsided into sighs and little hiccups, and before long Nonie would have him squealing with 

laughter, tickling him up and down his tender little ribs.  
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 Eventually, we settled into a routine so that Oly stopped caring if Vera left at all as long 

as the two of us were together.  

 All this time, Vera was still talking to me at night. That whole first year after she couldn’t 

stop telling me about her life.    

 

Why had he done it? It was the question that haunted them all, everyone it seemed, aside 

from Vera who stayed uncharacteristically silent when her siblings mused over their father’s 

motivations for taking his own life. Like all depressives, there was more reason than one, David 

argued, himself having been recently diagnosed as a manic-depressive. But there was one reason 

that loomed largest, nearest, darkest, at least for Vera.   

 

Six weeks before he did it. Fall break. They must’ve gone out, the Byrd kids, Vera and 

my dad, and David in from Colorado with his new wife Krissy, and Phil up from Florida with 

Pauly in tow. Out drinking. And aunt Eve? Well, who knew. But she wasn’t there. Everyone was 

in town for The Birthdays. Vera was turning 30 and her mother, my Nonie, would be 65 on the 

same day. Just the week before, I’d turned 6.  

 It was late. The kids were out. Nonie and Papa F kept the grandkids. Pauly needed a bath. 

Pauly has Downs so even though he was the oldest of the grandchildren, he needed help still. 

Nonie hadn’t thought anything of it, had come in without knocking, a towel warm from the dryer 

over her elbow and a cigarette in her mouth and saw her husband bent over the side of the bath 

and pinching it between his fingers. Those were the words she used. I didn’t hear it, Oly and I 

were in the basement eating popcorn and watching Milo and Otis, but Vera told me. It was one 
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of the big secrets. And I knew she was telling the truth because when she said that verb, pinch 

there was a sickness in her voice, like she was holding back something wretched.  

 It was months after the service when Nonie told her. The first of the warm spring 

evenings and the trees beginning to flower and sprout tender buds and the ground was cool and 

squelchy between our toes. The two of them were sucking down ice cold glasses of Franzia 

zinfandel and passing a joint of my mother’s greenhouse-grown Kush between them when Nonie 

told her. It was Nonie’s way of telling Vera that she’d forgiven her for what she’d done, and that 

maybe, she’d even been right to do it.  

 What Vera had done was burn the suicide notes her father had left behind. He’d left a 

sealed envelope addressed to each one of his four children. Vera, being the only child who lived 

in state, was the only other family-member other than my father and grandmother who was on-

site the day of his suicide. She found the notes, read the note addressed to herself, and then 

burned it along with the rest. In the note addressed to herself, her father said it was the pain 

caused by her false accusations of childhood sexual abuse that pushed him, finally, over the 

edge. Though the boredom of retirement and these long dark winters don’t help he’d added at the 

end, almost as a post-script. 

  

I was getting hot, all nuzzled up against her like a kitten. But I would never say a word, never 

move unless she pushed me away. Vera shook her head, could not believe the story of her own 

life. I breathed in her sour sleepy smell, like milky lemons. And we might gasp and turn to look 

at Oly, both remembering at the exact same time that he was there too. And then, calm at last, 

she’d drift off. Once I knew for sure that she was done, that there were no more words inside her, 
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I’d allow my eyes to close. I slept with my open palm over her heart. If it ever stopped, even if I 

was asleep, I’d know.   

* 

I woke up to my phone buzzing like some giant beetle in my pocket. It was Austin calling for 

what was apparently not the first time. It was almost four in the morning. The bars were closed. I 

silenced it, sent him a text.  

 I’m fine. Sending you my location 

To which he replied: 

 ?!?!?!?!?!!!!!!! 

Lucas and Amelia were curled into the couch. At some point, talking about Oly and 

hitting the bong, we’d fallen asleep and Amelia had used the opportunity to escape to familiar 

territory. She was under his chin now, her head hidden in the soft, warm den formed by the back 

of the couch and the curve of Lucas’ neck, his floppy curls acting as the canopy. I had a creepy 

feeling then that was sort of like déjà vu but not exactly—it was the feeling of being an intruder 

to some secret, sacred ritual I didn’t understand and wasn’t a part of. I felt both excluded and like 

a colonizer all at once.  

Also, my mouth tasted like an armpit and my bladder was so full it hurt all the way down 

my legs.  

 I didn’t bother being too quiet because I knew I wouldn’t wake Lucas. I knew from 

having a brother. There is a certain quality of boy sleep that is unassailable. And that’s where 

Lucas was now, in the sweet, soft, pillowy place twenty-something white boys go to in their 

dreams.  

* 

69



 

  

Of course, there was no toilet paper. While I sat and dripped-dry and dropped Austin a pin, I 

scanned through the texts and missed calls. There were about 400 from Austin who had gotten 

bored of Gus and come looking for me not long after I’d left with Lucas, which was a pretty 

dumb thing for me to do, but I wasn’t thinking.  

After a few hours, when he couldn’t get ahold of me, he’d involved Tori who sent him 

my location, and then Austin sent that location to John and now the whole thing was a shitstorm 

blown majorly out of proportion.  

I sent a few quick flares to John and Tori. Sorrys and I love yous and on my way home 

nows.  

I check Lucas’ fridge hoping for a La Croix but knowing I’ll be lucky if there’s a Brita 

pitcher. There’s neither. Two bottles of some Falls City IPA and a sixer of 20oz Mountain Dews. 

I grab a Mountain Dew and gulp down some water straight from the tap. 

Lucas’ kitchen is just a sad little alcove cut out of the living-room wall. There is the 

fridge and an oven with a range and a cheap black plastic trashcan with a swing lid that is sticky 

and crusted with food particles. There is a passthrough counter for space and light and through it 

I can see just the top of Lucas’ head over the couch. He hasn’t moved, just like I thought. I think 

to cover him, but there’s no blanket in sight. I don’t want to see where he sleeps. I don’t want to 

know anything else about him. His coat is hanging from the metal folding chair at the metal 

folding table. I cover his legs with it. Amelia’s ribs flutter.  

On my way out, I kiss Lucas on the crown of his head, towards the back, where his 

cowlick is, the same place Oly’s was.  
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IV.  

Sunday, December 1st, 2019: 193 days left  

John is pissed at me. I get it.  

I told him the facts. I didn’t see any way around it. I told him about Lucas and Amelia 

and how much he’d reminded me of Oly. I told him about falling asleep on his couch and even 

about kissing him on his head on the way out.  

I left out the part about kissing him on the mouth and my intentions for going out in the 

first place because I’m a coward and I can’t handle losing him even though I deserve to.  

 

I had a splitting headache all yesterday and wanted nothing more than to sleep all day 

long but couldn’t because John’s anger and judgement was so fetid I could taste it and couldn’t 

relax. Instead, I made myself useful by washing loads of laundry and staring at my laptop screen 

while he ignored me. By Sunday morning I was actually glad to be out of the house even if it 

meant going to an open house at some new age store in one of the richest area codes in 

Louisville with Chelsea, who I tried to avoid hanging out with one-on-one because I found her 

grating without Tori as a buffer.  

Since Chelsea lives in Indiana too, she offered to give me a ride which on the one hand 

meant more time with Chelsea but might ease John’s mind, he couldn’t say I wasn’t telling the 

truth—and then maybe I’d find him in a more agreeable mood when I returned that afternoon.  

 

I dressed carefully. I could look cute but not hot or John’s hackles would raise. A black 

turtleneck under a denim sack dress. Something you’d see Jill Taylor wearing in Home 

Improvement. I wore my hair up with big gold hoops to compensate for the drab outfit.   
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My face was still puffy from drinking so much on Friday night and my eyes were red and 

swollen from all the sorry crying I’d been doing. I rubbed an ice cube all over my face for the 

puffiness and to tighten my pores and make me feel alive and awake and convince Chelsea that I 

liked her and was excited by the same stupid shit she was excited by and then I applied concealer 

under my eyes followed by two coats of mascara and one coat of red lipstick.  

* 

Twenty-minutes into the drive and “All I Want for Christmas Is You” had already played 

twice and Chelsea sang along the second time with just as much gusto as she’d managed for the 

first. When we passed our exit and I asked where the fuck we were going, she looked at me with 

her enormous bug eyes and said, “Just grabbing a coffee. I’ll get you one too.” The coffee shop, 

it turned out, was a Heinie Bros. off of Hurstbourne where she had this thing going with one of 

the baristas but was like 20 minutes out of the way, so that by the time I realized the open house 

was in fucking Norton Commons I was already good and pissed at Chelsea. 

“I thought you said Prospect?” 

“Norton Commons is in Prospect.” 

“God, if I’d known it was here I’d have passed.”  

She squinted at me.  

 “What’s your problem? It’s cute! It’s like Whoville.” 

 

Norton Commons is not fucking Whoville. It’s an isolated (segregated?) all-inclusive 

“community.” Not a suburb or a neighborhood exactly, but more like someone approximated an 

aesthetic somewhere between the colonial south and Colorado mountain town and plopped it in 

the middle of a field in northwestern Kentucky. There were houses and condos and townhomes 
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in slightly different variations of Cape Cod, Colonial, and Modern Farmhouse and all painted the 

same 7 shades of muted pinks and blues and beiges and dripping with roses and hydrangeas, and 

with front yards trimmed in sod so thick and green it was hard to imagine a weed finding 

purchase.  

Making the turn inside, it looked normal enough—like any other upper-class white haven, 

but a quarter mile in, things changed.  It seemed designed to confuse, to contain. One-way streets 

and random roundabouts that forced us to turn around and re-cover ground more than once—and 

in this way—Chelsea and I got an accidental tour of the whole insane place. 

  

There was everything a Gwyneth Paltrow wannabee might need. Coffee shops and juice bars 

and gyms and Pilates studios and a farmer’s market on weekends. There was even an 

amphitheater where bands played in the summer. The only thing it didn’t have was a grocery 

store, a gas station, a house for less than $300K.  

 

Finally, we found what we came for—The Crystal Sage.  

 

Hot, practically steaming, and the din of voices so thick I couldn’t make out a word. The 

whole place was teeming with Goop-skinny moms who looked like they got regular chemical 

peels because their pores were invisible. They pushed state-of-the-art strollers and hush-

screamed at their rambunctious children to “knock it off and behave.” To be fair, the sticky little 

rug rats were touching the wall of crystals, some of which had price tags upwards of $300. The 

front room, or, ‘parlor’ as the staff called it, was full of new age paraphernalia—crystals and 

tarot decks and loose-leaf teas promising glowing skin and increased libido. There was also a 
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wall for the more advanced modern witch that held orbs and pendulums. The whole place 

smelled like Nag Champa and anxiety.  

“Do you think they have champagne?” 

Chelsea looked at me like I’d just confessed to buying a $300 crystal. She pointed to the 

snack table that held some sort of pink tea with bits of flower petals floating around in it and 

silver platters full of mini baked goods.  

 “But like in the back?” 

 “You’re crazy.” 

 “Oh, come on, all these bitches are on something.”  

I could tell Chelsea disagreed but she didn’t say anything. We made our way to the 

hallway where a line was forming.  

 Beyond being a new age store, The Crystal Sage was a healing center with eight 

practitioners spanning from psychics to color therapists. To enter the sizeable giveaway (which 

was why Chelsea wanted to come in the first place) you took a little postcard that had each 

practitioner’s name listed within a little green bubble and waited in line in a dark hallway to have 

a short conversation/treatment with each one and have your card initialed. Only after all the 

names were initialed could you drop the card in a massive indigo fish bowl at the end of the tour 

to be entered into the prize drawing.  

 The hallway was even warmer, stuffier than the parlor and thick with BO. No one was 

going in and out like they were supposed to, wanting to extend their time with the healers, 

wanting to validate something about themselves, to feel special or chosen.  

 The hall was painted black or a dark purple. Hard to tell. No doubt they meant it to feel 

cavernous in an attempt to counter the fact that the only windows were in the parlor, but with all 
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the bodies it felt more claustrophobic and I found myself wishing for a pale yellow or an 

eggshell blue.  

 I’d spotted exactly three men in the whole store and that number had dwindled by a third 

once the caterer had finished plating the pastries. Another was manning the ‘energy camera’ for 

the aura portraits and the third, the partner of the petite and beautiful reiki practitioner named 

Joyce, was a dead ringer for Jason Mamoa. He hulked in the back with a little cup of the pink 

tea. Chelsea grabbed my arm when she saw him and within five minutes, she was by his side 

flapping her mouth and her card was in my hand. I felt an overwhelming sense of personal 

injustice which flooded my body with a buzzing relief the way a flute of champagne would have.  

Fine. I would stand here in this musty-ass hallway and get these people to scribble on these 

postcards while she stood there and flirted with this obviously married beefcake and I wouldn’t 

say a fucking word to her or screw my nose up like she had at me when I’d asked about the 

champagne and….the line was moving again. Color therapy? No one wanted to talk to this poor 

girl in her room of little colored bottles. She handed me one. I popped off the little cork and bent 

my nose to it. 

 “It doesn’t have a smell,” she reached back for it with an embarrassed little laugh.  

 “Oh. Fuck. Sorry.” 

 “It’s fine. It sort of is like aromatherapy,’ and then a coy smile and the spiel which was 

horribly incoherent and I could sense not even one that she believed. I left with a business card in 

my jacket pocket that, months later I would find among others from that day which I’d 

completely forgotten. 
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The psychic just held intense eye contact with me and told me I needed to love myself as 

much as I loved my friends, which seemed like the kind of advice I could get from a bumper-

sticker.  

Then a dude named Ray took my aura portrait which the color therapy lady had to read so I 

didn’t buy it even though I wanted to because my colors were really pretty—all violets and 

indigos and silvers. 

 And then Rochelle. She didn’t fit in with the other women who were young and bohemian. 

She was in her 50s and dressed in a sweater set and pearls. She looked like she could afford a 

house in Norton Commons or another community like it. But I liked her and I couldn’t tell you 

why. Some softness to her. Her hair was fluffy and white as a lamb’s from so many bleachings. 

She looked at me when I came in like she recognized me. She had the largest room in the 

building on account of all of her singing bowls. There were shelves of them lining the walls of a 

little alcove plush with throw pillows and thick pile rugs that ended in a large wooden pyramid, 

presumably for meditation. There was also a massage table and an array of crystals. I asked 

Rochelle what she did. We were alone, the other guests having cleared out and she shut the door.  

“Light activation,” she handed me a card that didn’t tell me much.  

“Hypnosis?”  

“That’s part of it. I’d like to do a session with you—just a short one. I won’t charge you.” 

“Oh, well, my friend is out there somewhere. How long will it take?” 

“Just a few minutes.”  

 She had me sit cross-legged under the pyramid and brought down two bowls from the 

shelf.  

 “Just close your eyes. We’re going to take some deep breaths.” 
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 As I filled up my belly with air and forced it out through my nose I could sense her near 

me, moving her hands slowly near my head and chest, then she moved away. 

 “Keep breathing,”  

A sound between a ringing and a hum which a realized was the bowl began.  

 “Just let the sound vibrations wash through you,” 

 I imagined myself as a bed of kelp and the sound like ripples in the water—bending and 

twisting me to their will but not uncomfortably, just in accordance with nature. After a few 

minutes the sound changed.  

 “Are you feeling better?” 

 And the truth is I was though I couldn’t say if it was the bowls or her hands or the 

pyramid or the breathing or just that I was in a quiet, cool room with someone who didn’t bother 

me so much.  

 “I am kinda,” I opened my eyes.  

 “You need to see someone.” 

 “What? Like a doctor? Is something wrong?” I was suddenly afraid that she was like one 

of those cancer-sensing dogs.  

 “No, nothing like that, you just have a lot of darkness trapped here,” and she pointed to 

my heart.  

 “I got some of it to clear but not all. Even if you don’t see me, just see someone who does 

energy work. I think it could really help.” 

 “What’s it mean? To have dark energy trapped in the heart.” 

 “It’s not your heart exactly. Closer to your diaphragm. But I was called to the heart bowl. 

Your heart is struggling to open. Dark energy is a wound, a trauma. You have a lot of it. More 

77



 

  

than I’ve ever felt, actually. And, I’m not a psychic like Abby, but I do connect with my guides 

when I do this work, and I’m hearing the word ‘mother’ a lot. Did she pass recently?” 

 “I guess she could’ve….I’m sorry,” I stood up too fast and the pyramid threatened to 

topple over. 

 “Come back anytime,” Rochelle called as I made my way to the door. 

Outside, Chelsea was sniffing candles.   

 “Hey! I’ve been looking for you. Did you get a treatment?” 

 “Can we get out of here?” 

 “Sure. Did you get the cards?” 

 “Fuck the cards. I’m like, having a panic attack I think.”  

 

A few blocks away, at a microbrewery, Chelsea sipped on her first bloody while I slurped down 

my third. She kept asking what happened and I had to get drunk enough to tell her. I’d tell a 

pigeon if one would listen. Anyone. The memory had come to me like a waking dream.  
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The Book of Vera 

It’s late January in some subdivision in South Dakota and my mother is going door to 

door looking for Viggo Mortenson.  

From the backseat of our 1999 cobalt Chevrolet Blazer, Oly and I watch.  

Out there, it’s plush white with snow. Except her.  

2003 and dressed for the times in low-rise flared jeans and a pale pink fuzzy sweater, the 

faux fur-tufted duster coat I envied because it looked so much like the one Penny Lane wore in 

Almost Famous.  

Her hair then was the longest I had ever known it to be. For nearly all of my life then, a 

few months into my fourteenth year, I had dyed my mother’s roots every six weeks to maintain 

the shimmery golden blonde that I looked for everywhere, in grocery stores, at parties, at 

weddings and funerals, whenever I needed to identify my mother among a cast of strangers I’d 

scan for the hair—my object correlative. Back around my fourteenth birthday, she bought two 

boxes of Feria something or other and dyed it a close approximate to the natural color that grew 

from her scalp each month. She started going to the tanning bed. All attempts to shed the 

California Blonde beauty standard she’d been performing for my father and return to something 

she could recognize as herself. But this “self” didn’t seem quite right either. Or not to us. It was 

suspect. Her spirit guide, the title we eventually put to the voice that seemed to be guiding all of 

her decisions, was a Native American Indian, Ojibwe. And then there was the revelation 

suddenly of some Cherokee in her bloodline. Later, we discovered all that had been revealed to 

her was that her grandmother on her mother’s side was adopted. She’d filled in the missing limbs 

on the family tree as it suited her.  

And then there had been the vision quest.  

79



 

  

 The October before she took us, before The Lost Years began. She packed our Honda 

Civic and headed out west alone to find something or resolve something. Who can say now, what 

was happening in her mind. One thing it does suggest is a certain level of premeditation since a 

little over two months later she packed Oly and me into the Blazer and took almost the same 

path.  

That day in January in South Dakota it was overcast. A weekend I think, lots of cars in 

driveways, not much traffic, though time was slurry, days slipping by in a meaningless sequence 

of miles and invisible borders. She was in good spirits that day and it seemed like her connection 

to Tomas, her guide, was particularly strong which always improved her mood. On the drive 

over from the Motel 6 she’d song along to a Stevie Wonder song on the radio.  

“Today’s the day,” she said, turning up the dial.  

Taco, our African Grey parrot squawked along from his cage in the passenger seat. When 

Taco got going Oscar, our Australian Shephard, would get even more nervous than usual and 

start whining and shifting his weight from one leg to the other. The cat, a dwarf Manx we called 

Cupcake until we could think of something better but never did, was hiding somewhere in the 

back.  

 The day we left, Christmas morning 2002, we each got to choose one animal from the 

menagerie.  But of course, we just ended up taking whichever ones we had the most affection for 

that were also the smallest.  

  

The houses in the subdivision were big but not particularly new or nice. When we talked at night 

about the future, what our lives would be like once we found him, we talked about this rich man 

who was going to fall in love with my mother, who already was in love with her psychically, 
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who was just waiting for us to find him so he could swoop in and put us up in his rambling yet 

modern ranch. I’d imagined something secluded and rugged yet modern and flush with 

amenities.  

 “You think he lives here?” I asked before she got out of the car that day.  

I saw her lips pinch at the corner, a subtle giveaway of annoyance.  

 “Well, I think we might have been a little distracted by the Viggo thing,” she said. I kept 

my eyes on my hands which were sweaty, clutching my thighs. If I looked up, I’d see her eyes in 

the rearview mirror, looking for mine. She continued.  

 “You know, we just kind of ran with that but it could mean anything. Maybe the same 

initials or maybe they just look a lot alike. It’s just a clue.” 

 “His initials?” Oly piped up. “How would we find someone just based on that?” 

Vera turned off the radio, parked the car, held her palms to her eyes.  

 “You all aren’t helping. I can’t do this if you don’t believe me.” Oly, who was in the seat 

directly behind her, unfastened his seatbelt quickly and stood up to hug her around the back of 

the seat.  

 “We believe you,” he assured.  

 “She doesn’t,” she said as she got out of the car and slammed the door behind her. The 

crying, really, had given her cheeks and lips a pretty flush and fullness that made her look 

younger, girlish. If he was here, I thought, he might fall in love with her instantly.  

 The first house she tried no one answered. Christmas trees still glittered from bay 

windows and the world felt especially quiet—like maybe, here, the new year hadn’t quite gotten 

off to its start yet. She tried the next house. It looked like she was just going in order. Would she 

try each one? It was incredible how many times she knocked. Finally, the door opened and there 
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was a boy about Oly’s age but twice his size and in long pajamas that were green and had a 

pattern of stripes or dinosaurs, I don’t recall which. Vera said something to him, he looked 

confused, turned and looked back into his house, turned again to look at her and shook his head. 

Vera said something else. The boy shook his head again. He shut the door.  

 She walked up the street a little further, took a right, was out of sight. Oly whipped 

around to look at me.  

 “She’ll be back,” I said and hoped I wasn’t lying. To my right, flat red earth, to my left, 

strangers in strange houses and my mother, somewhere among them looking for a specter, a 

figment. Oly made his hands into fists and then sat on them.  

 “Are you cold?” 

 “No.”  

His bottom lip trembled. I put my arm around his shoulders and he folded into me.  

“Oh, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay.” 

I’d been watching. It went, break, key, clutch. I’d practiced some in the truck with dad 

back home. This would be the same, it was just bigger. If I had to, if she didn’t come back, I 

could do it, get us somewhere safe. Or if something happened, if I needed to step in, I could.  

Then I saw her rounding the block. Her nose was red with cold.  

"He's not here." She declared, slamming the door behind her.  

She is at the edge of it all. This happens sometimes. There is nothing we can do about it. 

Nothing. Even though we are burning with millions of questions about what this means and how 

long we can survive like this and who our mother really is. To doubt her is to send her soaring 

into chaos, despair. Oly and I look slyly at each other and stay quiet. Vera crosses her arms over 

the wheel and rests her head. She is crying, probably. She cries often. When she is angry, sad, 
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scared, or happy. She can be all of those things at once sometimes. She stays like this for what 

seems like hours but is probably minutes. Minutes fat with our destiny that burn up and 

disappear. 

"He's down south." She sounds sure. Strong again. Her posture erect, commanding. The 

clutching in my belly eases for a moment, only a moment. It was happening less and less. I’d 

begun to notice the bad feeling there always. Sometimes I could forget about it, but if I 

remembered it and checked in, yes, there it was, the breath caught in the chest, the something 

black and slithery coiled in my belly—something ready to strike. Most mornings, the feeling was 

how I knew I was awake. It was the threshold of my reality.  

  

Vera’s confidence didn’t last long. The snow got worse. Often, we were the only car for 

miles. The locals knew better. The Black Hills, if you aren’t at the isolated mountain range for 

which the region is named, is flat prairie. In a blizzard the snow covers everything so quickly it's 

almost impossible to tell what is road and what is everything else. Only the unnatural smoothness 

ahead indicated any variation between road and prairie.  

Vera drove hunched over the wheel squinting through her sunglasses at the violent white, 

her body rigid. Later tonight, in some gray, musty motel, I will rub her shoulders. I will close my 

eyes, feel for the knots and bare down on them. She will whimper. Tell me to be gentle, tell me 

to keep going. I will feel satisfied both by the pain I give and the eventual easing of it. She was 

confident when we first got on the road, but the ceaselessness of the snow is getting to her. The 

Guide said, "slow and steady, if you spin out, take your hands off the wheel, foot off the gas.  Go 

with it." Most accidents in the snow occur when people try to over-correct a car that is spinning 

out which only makes the situation worse. This information seemed like something anyone could 
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pick up from anyone but we've learned not to question her sources. And then, when we finally do 

spin out, it's into the only ditch in all of South Dakota. A wrecker comes eventually. It took a 

while. I was beginning to imagine which animal we would eat first.  Probably the cat. After he 

pulls us out, he amends the Guide's advice by recommending a confident half turn in the 

direction the car is sliding with a light pressure on the breaks. 

"Should straighten you out." 

Mom thanks him, writes him a check, and upon getting back in the car, declares the 

conditions impossible.  

We bunk in a casino town, sleepy and suspicious of strange white people. The motel is 

cheap but not so cheap as to be dangerous. And there must be a continental breakfast because it 

would also be our continental lunch. Usually, these places didn't allow pets, or if they did there 

was a fee. Our system was this: 

We checked in and brought our bags in through the lobby so they would think we were in 

the room, then Vera would go out a side door and sneak the pets in as quickly as possible. We 

kept the TV on loud and through the night to cover any barking or squawking.  

I dream almost every night about my father. They are nightmares where he finds us. I am 

afraid of all bald men. I have been afraid of him for a long time. Even before we left. Tracing the 

origin of my fear is more elusive. He never hit me. I wasn't afraid he would. But his 

disappointment was obvious. He didn't like the way we spent our days - languid and 

unscheduled, a perpetual summer holiday our childhood. I was afraid of his moods which were 

unpredictable and could be wrathful. I was afraid of what he thought I was. If he was home 

(which he often wasn't, working 60 hrs. a week) I busied myself with chores, activities, and if I 

was going to read or nap, I tried to do it in secret. I was however, often afraid he would hurt Vera 
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or the pets which I think he viewed as an extension of her (strange that he didn't seem to think 

the same of us. Or perhaps not strange since we are also an extension of him). She could enrage 

him in every way: a jealous rage when she lounged in her string bikini and oiled up in plain view 

of the neighbor (who we all knew she fancied); a quiet rage when he came home after working a 

straight 48hrs at the firehouse to a filthy home, the countertops sticky with food and covered in 

used dishes, the myriad animal excrement, and the three of us still asleep deep into the morning; 

The manic rage when she questioned his integrity as a man. This rage was worst of all—its 

unpredictability was what made it so terrifying. This rage sent us into hiding, locked and 

barricaded doors with as many animals with us as we could fit and him screaming into the night. 

Every outburst she emphasized, dramatized, dug up the same ugly memories from before we 

were born to underscore the cruelties he was capable of. In this way, we came to fear a man 

who’d only ever loved us, albeit in his own imperfect way.  

Now I don’t know how true any of it was. What really happened and what was she able to 

convince me had? The things she fixated on, the screaming and the fighting and the threats, ugly 

as they were, I could count on one hand. What I couldn’t count was the backyard baseball games, 

the bike rides and trips to the hardware store when we’d stop for ice cream on the way home. 

Whole summer Saturdays spent at the lake swimming and eating rubbery, overcooked hotdogs 

and a man that never made me doubt his love. But now it was too late. It was impossible that he 

could love me any longer, not after what we’d done to him.  

At the motel in Sioux Falls, Vera found out from Aunt Eve that he’d hired a private 

investigator. I’d just finished rubbing out the knots in Vera’s shoulders and I watched her start to 

hunch them around her ears again talking to Eve.  

“Okay,” “Okay,” she kept saying, “I’ll handle it, Evie.” 
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When she hung up, she looked at Oly and me like she had something important to tell us, 

which she did nearly every day so we’d grown to fear that look.  

“We have to call him,” 

“What?” we both cried at once. 

“He has to hear it from you two or he will never leave us alone. You have to call him and tell 

him you hate him; you wish he was dead, and to stop looking for you.”  

Oly began to cry.  

“You can’t cry. I know it’s hard. But he has to know you’re serious. It’s the truth, right?” 

Oly looked at me. I sat with it. He couldn’t want us anymore anyway. Even if we went back, 

wouldn’t he just punish us for what we’d done to him? If I were him, I wouldn’t love me 

anymore. Oly, sure. He was still little, innocent. But I was 14 and I’d gone along with it all even 

though I knew something was wrong. I was unlovable. She was our only option now.  

“Right,” I said.  

Vera dialed for him. Oly’s hands shook as he took the phone from her. Charlie answered on 

the second ring. Oly froze.  

“Tell him,” Vera mouthed.  

“I…dad?”  

Then Oly was silent. Charlie was talking rapidly. I could hear the tinny, garbled voice on the 

other end. Oly was weakening with the second. I looked to Vera who nodded.  

I snatched the phone from Oly’s hands. 

“Leave us alone. We don’t want anything to do with you,” I hung up quickly, before I could 

hear his voice, before I could feel a thing.  
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 I reached for Oly’s shoulder but he shrugged me off and twisted away, shoving his face 

into the stack of stiff, white motel pillows.  

 Vera moved off of her bed to ours and began rubbing Oly’s back which seemed to soothe 

him. She looked and me and her eyes had softened somewhat.  

 “Good job, babe. I know that was hard.” 

 “Yeah. Well, I’m going to take a shower.” 

 

In the bathroom, while the water got hot, I looked at myself. I’d gotten fat from all the white 

bread and all the sitting. My hair was dull and my skin was dusted with a smattering of 

whiteheads. Meanwhile, Vera ate nothing and was disappearing.  

 Once the water was as hot as it could go, I got in and sat down on the floor of the tub and 

let the burning water fall over me while I bit my fist and cried. This went on for a long time. To 

make myself stop, I took Vera’s cheap two-blade razor and held it against my inner calf, right 

above the ankle, and began to move it from side to side until it started to sting and beads of blood 

formed.  

 When I got out, I’d dry the cuts with toilet paper and flush the evidence before applying 

some of the cheap, heavily fragrant body lotion the motel provided to the raw skin so that it 

would burn all night.  

* 

 Chelsea was uncomfortable. She didn’t know what to say. She said what most people say. 

 “Wow, that’s crazy. You should write a book.” 

 I said I’d think about it.  
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* 

John wanted to stay mad at me but he could tell I’d been crying and when I asked him to hold 

me, he did and when I told him the same story I told Chelsea, he cried with me and told me it 

wasn’t my fault which was all I’d ever wanted to hear. Then he asked to see my scars. I didn’t 

know how in almost eleven years he’d never noticed them. But they were so hidden and I was so 

pale that sometimes even I forgot. I said sure and he stripped off my tights like he was 

unwrapping a fragile and invaluable gift. Lifting my leg into the light by the heel of my foot, he 

ran his finger over the silvery-white lines before kissing them which made me cry even harder.  

 We had corny, slow sex with lots of tears and ‘I love yous’ and I knew it was special but 

I was thinking it as it was happening, like I was watching a movie of my life and what I was 

really thinking, or at least half-thinking, there, in the moment, with John inside me, is that he 

seemed to love me the most when I was broken.  
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