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CHAPTER 

PREFACE 

'This is a work of creative nonfiction, of memory, of a world as I knew it. Venturing into 
the past is like taking a shot over the shoulder and the landscape of memory is, at best, 
viewed through a small and blighted mirror." 

Virginia Holman 

We do not remember days; we remember moments." 
Cesare Pavese 

This is a memoir but not linear in structure as would be typical for the genre. Rather 

than lead my readers point by point through my life so far, I have attempted to follow a 

cyclical telling of the defining moments of my life similar to how a writer might build a 

novel through the use of short story cycles. 

My collection of essays speak to the literature of crisis and are written on a variety of 

people who have come into my life for one reason or another, and have shaped it, leaving 

it inextricably altered. Each of these people has been made vulnerable, left to fend for 

themselves after being hurt or damaged in some way. Some of them survive; some of 

them only find peace in death. These people, my collection, are like baby birds that fall 

from their nests. They are unfeathered and unwanted. Many times, they struggle to live 

despite the odds. Some of them do eventually learn to fly. 



The title piece of the collection is an essay about a child-victim of sexual abuse that I 

worked with as a volunteer rape counselor with a local agency. The title comes from a 

conversation I had with her in the hospital when she asked me where the angels had been 

while her uncle was raping her. "Taking a nap," was all I could think to say at the time. 

Also included in this collection are essays about my family members, my mother who has 

struggled with both depression and anxiety, and my father whom I love dearly but rarely 

understand. Also included is a story about a dear friend of mine who was raped in high 

school and then died after being hit by a drunk driver the next year on Christmas Eve. 

There, too, are include essays from my childhood when innocence was punctuated by 

moments that changed me and from young adulthood-other moments when life was raw 

and unbearably vivid. 

This is a work of creative nonfiction, an emerging genre and one for which there has 

been a lot of recent controversy. Fans of nonfiction wonder why something "creative" 

must be added to the mix, and pure fiction writers question the motive at capturing 

historical events rather than simply making them up. Surely, the question in the minds of 

critics and readers alike is can I trust this material as truth? My answer is that first of all, 

these essays are as true as I can make them. As Holman says, the landscape of memory is 

spotty at best, but still a person's truth makes the world what it is for that person. 

Too, I have crafted and not merely retold these stories. I use creativity not in an 

attempt to recreate the facts but in an effort to use language as a craft, to tell the true 

stories of my life in a way that is somewhat literary and new. Through this adventure, I 

have discovered that creative nonfiction is a method by which a writer can explore the 



truths that shape his or her life while still employing an artistic narrative style. To make 

this digestible, the language might be aided by bits of fiction woven into the stark fabric 

of our lives. We must be as truthful as possible in order to relate our memories in stark 

detail despite the kaleidoscope view we often have of the past. 

Over the past nine months or so, I have read at least fifty essay collections, memoirs 

and biographies. I have felt a kinship with Pam Houston and Cynthia Kaplan; I have 

discovered that I would most like to emulate Janet Burroway. I, too, have studied the 

literature of crisis and trauma and adored the meticulous metaphoric spins that appear 

time and again in these life histories. Through writing this collection and studying the 

works of various creative nonfiction writers, I have discovered much about my self and 

the way in which I relate to the world. I also have found that memory is not what I once 

thought it was, which is to say that at one time I found it to be pure and simple truth - a 

history - however obsequious in its wholeness. Nonfiction, I've found, is a strange 

animal. The jumping off point for my writing career was journalistic nonfiction, which 

included the simple telling of facts of an event or the lives of others, ft was never about 

my own life. In fact, in journalism, one is taught to keep personal refiection, bias and 

writerly prose out of the language. This I found stifling. 

Next, I ventured into pure fiction, which allowed me to tell the stories that had been 

collecting in my mind since childhood. I was thrilled by the way I could shape and let 

words spill onto a clean white page; it was the landscape of literature and language that I 

painted. And though my fiction stemmed from recollections, personal or otherwise, I did 

not find the telling of these stories fulfilling. I could not connect with my readers; I could 



not reach a real audience with the fictitious fancies I had crafted. I found myself afloat 

and strangely disconnected from my writing life, from my would-be audience of both 

women and survivors of crisis. 

Finally, I discovered creative nonfiction, which allowed me to entwine my sometimes 

loose and blighted memories (my personal truths) with the wonderful texture of words to 

create something I feel is worthy of a readership. Still, like Holman admits in her 

memoir, the process of our minds in enmeshing time and memory, the way in which 

these photos of our histories develop, continues to mystify me. Holman writes: "Memory 

is a strange thing. As is the lack of it. We were at the cottage for over three years and in 

all that time I don't remember one birthday of my sister's or mine. I don't remember one 

Christmas morning, though I do recall cutting down a cedar with my father and carrying 

it into the cottage." 

Before returning to school, I worked for nearly twelve years as a newspaper 

journalist. In journalism school, my first professor was crotchety and disdainftil and 

actually crumpled up a story I wrote and threw it at my forehead because I had misspelled 

a source's name. This same professor told me that any journalist worth his salt would 

always strive to tell the truth. 

"But how do you know it's the truth?" I asked him. 

"The test is, does it hurtl If it is painful for the writer to tell it, then it is the truth." 

I believe this truth — the personal truths ~ are imperative in memoir writing, and I 

similarly believe that the creative and narrative devices are important to give a work of 

literature form and ftinction. What are real are our perceptions of happenings and our 



ever-changing or evolving memories of events. This is why, I believe, that most people 

find the confluence of time and memory startling, and ultimately, this is why I chose to 

follow a circle-perhaps the natural pattern of memory-rather than a line in the telling of 

my life. 

Further, as implied by the second epigraph, I do not believe that we remember our 

time on Earth in categorical "days" but more as moments, taken like snapshots, by our 

souls. This is why some memories stand out from others, regardless of the particular day 

or time of the event. This is why we can remember scooping those featherless baby birds 

from the sidewalks of a Dallas home when we were six years old, the way they glinted in 

the evening sun, but we can't exactly remember what happened last Christmas. These are 

the moments I hope to write about; these are the moments that define a life. 



CHAPTER II 

UNFEATHERED BABY BIRDS 

"Hope is the thing with feathers— 

That perches in the soul— 

And sings the tunes without the words-

And never stops—at all." 

Emily Dickinson 



Too Much Information 

It started one day this summer with an eviscerated mouse. I woke up in a hurry, 

riuining late as usual, and as I walked to the shower, I found the tiny, misshapen, dark red 

heart of the rodent lying next to its emptied body on our dirty, gold-shag rug. Our cross

eyed cat had left us a present; I gagged my way to the bathroom. My husband, knowing 

how poorly I deal with all things graphic, quickly scooped the mouse and its parts up and 

threw them away in the dumpster out back. The next day, I awoke not to a dead mouse 

but to a headless baby bird. I found the head in the kitchen, bits of feather and blood 

stuck to its orange beak. Then, on the third day, as I was taking the trash out and opening 

the sun porch door, I saw a baby squirrel the size of my fist, hairless, its claws bent and 

stiff, still in the cat's jaws, ft was a few days later - a Saturday afternoon - when my 

husband and I were lying half-naked under the ceiling fan, trying not to stick to the 

furniture and trying to find the best position in which to catch the meager breeze. Right at 

the moment when I felt myself slip into a delicious semi-conscious haze, I heard a rare 

whimper from my then-three-year-old son. I shot up as he ran into the room, eyes wide 

and wet, and he held Patches, our new kitten, out before him, pleading to us for help. My 

hand flew to my mouth as he handed the kitten to my husband and its neck flopped back 

awkwardly and I could see the fresh, crimson froth bubbling from its teeth, its tongue a 

pale pink and showing just so. 

"Oh my God!" stammered my husband. "He's killed it." 

My first impulse (other than blaring frantically: My son just killed a cat!) was to pretend 

nothing unusual had happened. I put the barely-breathing cat into a shoebox and drove 



through lightening, red lights and slick roads, to the emergency vet. As I was heading for 

the car, I begged my husband not to upset my son further. I wanted to protect my baby 

from any feelings of shame or guilt or blame. I wanted to wrap something warm around 

his heart and keep it just as it was: innocent. 

My family did not have a lot of secrets - but we did have a few, and those were 

(as mother would call them) doozies. I have my own secrets, too. There are things that I 

still have not told her out of fear of destroying her (and even by saying this much, she 

will be completely unnerved.) I've tried to make my mouth form the words so many 

times, or to push the truth out of my fingertips and onto the keyboard, but they never 

quite make it out whole and undistorted. I'm still stifled by that creed we lived by, by 

believing in "doing only what is appropriate'' for so long that it has become as 

involuntary a fimction as taking a breath. Even when something did happen to us kids, 

something shameful or something a bit unusual, I never learned how to confront it or 

disclose it. I still fear confrontation like the green and drooling childhood monster lying 

in wait under my brass bed. Now, when I try to let loose, it forms a big fat lump in my 

throat, and most of the time I swallow the whole mess with a gulp of air, forgetting that 

the air will make its way back up, eventually. Instead I sink, feel the pull of the tide wash 

over me, my cells bursting in search of air. No, I was taught this was better -to stay 

under, to find that air pocket amidst the waves. After all, these things don't happen to us. 

I'm not sure now if the point of my family's shadow-life was one of keeping secrets or of 

protecting my mother from some unforeseen impending fall-out. After all, it was the 



1960s and everyone was still worried about war, but not everyone showed it. Some 

people built bomb shelters; others held block parties. We were the type to have parties. 

Living well was all about appearances. My family always looked perfect, to neighbors, to 

church friends, to the PTA. We were shiny and new, like a fire engine or a Radio Flyer. 

No one would ever want to do anything to mar that. Shirts tucked in, stomachs sucked in, 

hair spit on and smoothed - anything to look picture-perfect. We played our parts 

perfectly, too, lining up like the VonTrapp kids when necessary. I believe my mother 

once made play clothes out of curtains. 

We owned a cat and a dog, had three children in our clan, happily married 

parents, lived in a middle-class suburban neighborhood and went about our lives as if the 

script for them was written down in a manual and kept with the cookbooks under the 

stove. My parents attended "positive thinking" seminars and left notes in my Holly 

Hobby lunchbox such as: "Remember the bumblebee is not supposed to be able to fly!" 

Or "Put on a happy fixce!" 

My first vivid memory of my mother was when she was pregnant with my 

brother and would lie on the brown corduroy sofa wrapped in a green and orange afghan. 

Her face was perpetually tear-streaked; she would moan in between bites of scrambled 

egg, and I would be the one to bring her the "throw-up bucket." This was thirty-one years 

ago, and I remember clearly asking her if she was 'okay' or asking her what was wrong, 

and she would only say, "I'm fine, sweetie, don't worry. " I don't think I realized she was 

pregnant until she brought Paul home from the hospital in his blue swaddling clothes. A 

true miracle (orfl-eak!) of nature. 



When I started dating, I was not allowed to sit on the front porch or to kiss my 

dates on the sidewalk. If we parked in front of the house, and lingered too long, my father 

would come out on the porch and flash the lights on and off, hollering, "'Ohhh Janet! 

Curfew!" If I were a few minutes late coming home from a date, my parents were not 

rife with worry about my safety; they were upset because it "looked" bad, my coming 

home after curfew with a boy, my disobeying them and doing it so publicly. 

Our house always smelled to me of soap and wrapping paper, except at Christmas 

time when the spicy mulling pot would simmer over and soak the clean-paper scent. In 

our house, the unspoken lesson you learned was not to trust your instincts, for example, 

you heard for the hundredth time, from behind slammed doors and hushed voices: "TVo, 

honey, mommy and daddy aren 't fighting. Why on Earth would you think that? " Or "O/z 

no, nothing is wrong with the dog; she 'sjust sleeping. " 

My father's sister has lived with a woman for about forty years. She is a 

successfiil volleyball coach and brilliant professor who wears (ahem) "comfortable 

shoes." My father has yet to admit that there is anything different about her. Once, when I 

was home visiting from college, my mother asked me if I thought my aunt was gay. Next, 

she asked me what that meant. And finally, after I had enlightened her, she strongly 

suggested that I "never tell father. " Nowadays, my aunt dates a woman with the same 

first name as me; somehow my mother finds that offensive. 

I am willing to admit that much of this to do with a generation gap, they of the 

"boomers" and I, the "baby," but sometimes, when my mother (now in her more brazen 

years, she brings up the good with the bad) will reminisce, it feels like we lived two 
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different lives, that we didn't share anything, least of all genetics. I did such a good job at 

protecting her from the truth, and she did such a good job at pretending that their truth 

was actually true, that the word lost all connotation and lapsed from my radar altogether. 

"Do you remember when Taffy died? I felt so bad about that," she asked one day. She 

was working on an oil painting, a floral still life. 

"Taffy died?" I asked her, Taffy being my first dog, a taffy-colored mutt that I 

adored. Yes, it seems I remembered something about Taffy being ill, and then something 

about her going to the see the pound for a long, long time. "Don't you remember how bad 

I felt when I backed the green station wagon over her?" 

"What did you say? You killed my doglV" looped full-blast through the back of 

my mind. Instead, I said quietly, ''Oh. Right. " It's not that my parents ever did anything 

wrong actually. They never were physically or verbally abusive. They were just sort of 

emotionally AWOL. And rather than being about the great tragedies in life, it was the 

little things that finally added up to my feelings of non-existence, my feelings of being 

disconnected from the reality of things. I was amazed as a child when I saw the TV 

movie, A Boy in a Bubble, starring John Travolta. Although he was "bubbleized" due to 

disease, it was the first time that I felt understood. 

I had a recurring nightmare as a child. In it, my family lived on a chicken farm, 

and the Wicked Witch of the East in the Wizard ofOz first befriended me, and then she 

took my little dog and threw it in a trashcan and burned it alive. I first had this dream the 

night after my mother told me she just wanted to "wiggle" my loose tooth that I was so 

afraid of losing. It had been hurting and hanging by "a thread" for a week, but I was too 
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frightened to see the blood that would pool in the spot once the roots were removed. She 

approached me with a Kleenex in hand and as I opened wide for her to "just look," she 

yanked that tooth out and {did I imagine this?) she cackled. 

Another time, in the second grade, there was a boy in my class who chased me 

helter-skelter on the playground. Daily, he would force me into a dark, cement tunnel that 

was the overcrowded school's answer to playground equipment, and he would push me 

down and kiss me on the mouth. After a few days of this, I screwed up the courage to tell 

my teacher, who, upon hearing of my unfortunate experience, laughed so loudly that the 

two teachers on either side of our classroom came outside to laugh with her. My mother 

laughed, too, and then told me the best way to end this was to tell the boy that I liked 

him. I thought she was insane to suggest this, so I spent the next decade hiding from that 

boy whose name came immediately after mine in the alphabet, and whose kisses stung 

like saltwater on my seven-year-old chapped lips. 

From my earliest memory, I was terrified of grown-ups. All grown-ups. This 

drove my mother insane. "Please speak to them, dear, " she would beg as we approached 

friends, neighbors, and acquaintances. "I'll never understand why you act so retarded in 

front of adults. " ft wasn't that I was afraid of them as much as I didn't trust them. I've 

always had a deep suspicion of anyone who claims to be just as they appear, and 

everyone is suspect. Don't get me wrong; my childhood came packed with perks. There 

were the times like when my friends and I, at age fifteen, used fake Ids to buy beer and 

went to get drunk at a "Wasteo" party in a vacant lot with the football team. We told our 

parents that we were going to a Girl Scout function, and then my friends slept over at my 
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house because they knew my mother wouldn't have a clue about where we'd been or 

what we'd been doing. Or if she did, she'd never tell a soul. 

My parents had a cute way of naming these indiscretions that flowed like 

undercurrents through our home: My grandfather's alcoholism and a half-hearted attempt 

to molest me became "Pop's Big Problemo. " It was at my sixteenth birthday party 

where he drunkenly pulled me to his lap and reached around to squeeze at my breasts 

from both sides. As he laughed and continued to pull me down onto his bulging lap, my 

friends became silent and turned away. My mother came flying into the room with her 

camera, and he pushed me off of him and went quickly to the bathroom. Nothing that I 

can remember happened after that, except for the occasional pinch on the butt, the kiss 

square on the mouth, the hint of his peppermint tongue. These were things that were 

decidedly "inappropriate," but also things that seemed to match the "see no evil" statues 

hidden about the home. My first mistake - falling in love at age thirteen - will forever be 

referred to as "That John-boy'' crisis. My parents, not surprisingly, were completely 

unprepared to handle this. They had told me I could date at sixteen, but I brought John 

home one day after junior high and told them I was going to marry him. Soon. He was 

seventeen—nearly eighteen—and a high school dropout, and he had given me a promise 

ring, ft was about this time, too, that my mother found a note (by digging through a box 

of letters hidden deep in my closet) in which John had written (anxiously) about my 

impending loss of virginity. She came to the swimming pool to find me during swim 

team practice, note in hand, and pulled me out of the water by my ponytail, screaming 

and weeping that I was ruining her life and that this was the worst thing that had ever 
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happened to her. This - a subheading to "Ja/2/7-/?<9y'~became known as the ''You-at-That-

Age" crisis. 

Other times, instead of the boundaries being drawn too tightly, they were blurred 

or missing altogether. In my mind, the words "appropriate," and "inappropriate" were 

indistinct. My mother would comment on the size of my breasts, which in the fifth grade 

were also voted the "most stacked" by boys in my class. 

"They are truly amazing, " she would claim, popping into the bathroom as I 

stepped, dripping wet and naked, from the shower. She would cast a nod at her own 

"Thank-Goodness-ft-Fits" bra and then shake her head in what I took as a show of awe 

for the abnormal. 

When I was fourteen, I got my period. I was at a friend's house on the morning 

after a sleepover. I was in the bathroom with what I thought were the worst gas pains of 

my life when I saw the spot of dark red blood on my panties. I called my mother and, of 

course, she asked: "Are you sure you didn't just cut yourself, sweetie?" 

I feel strongly that all of the women in our family have eating disorders - even my 

eighty-six-year-old grandmother - so it is no surprise that mother would berate me in 

front of strangers for eating too fast, too much, the wrong kind of food, when at this time, 

I was able to lie on the hardwood floor and rest a ruler flat across my stomach, on 

protruding hip bones. She had funny ideas, too, about what we were allowed to eat for 

super: nothing of the same color could occupy our plates. I thought for years this honesfly 

had to do with the color of things as she said (with her being an artist, it fit). I figured out 

later (when she suggested I do the same with my children) that it had to do with the fact 
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that most starchy foods are either white or yellow; starchy foods make people fat, and 

"fat" was the most inappropriate thing that could happen to a child of hers. When I went 

to college and boarded the bus to the Texas Aggie "Fish Camp," I met two girls who 

became my lifelong friends. I was wearing a white linen dress with a matching bow in 

my hair. I was nineteen years old and I swore to those girls one night at camp, after lights 

out, that no, my parents never had sex. 

"How can they if they never hold hands? " I asked. Sandra, dumbfounded, 

laughed and said, "So, they never fight, either, I guess? 

Susan's father was found dead behind a closet door when she was a child, so I 

assumed she didn't know how it was with married couples. But still, their amazement at 

my naivete started to chip away at what was at our family's core. I began to question the 

appearance of things. I realized our life had been some sort of page torn from a 

storybook; nice and pretty to look at but not at all real. 

My grandfather on my dad's side - Granddaddy (and Mimi) - lived in a big, red

brick house in the old-money part of Dallas where my father grew up. Their backyard 

was filled with rocks, pecans from the towering trees, small creatures seeking shelter 

from the heat. They had a great big old attic, too, where my grandfather kept lined up his 

black polished wingtip shoes, and next to them, a silver polish machine with a red bristle 

brush on one side and a black one on the other. One day while we were spending yet 

another Easter with my dad's side of the family, I awoke to the sound of my grandfather 

bellowing from the attic. He had slipped his stocking-foot inside a leather loafer to find a 
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warm mouse. He only realized it had been alive when he drew his foot back and it was 

covered with blood. 

When I was twenty-six I was raped. I'm not sure if the exact details of that night 

are so difficult to remember because I was not mentally "there" after he knocked me out 

with a gun, or if it is because it's something that is not in my nature to "discuss" from my 

fear of the inappropriate. What I do know is that it was my lack of good judgment that 

led to the attack, for I had invited in a man I met at a bar that night, and I didn't even 

know his last name. 

What I remember most clearly is the overwhelming helplessness I felt, my power 

having been completely robbed in every literal sense, as he towered over me, his belly 

lapping at mine, the tiny beads of sweat that formed on his forehead as he pumped, the 

way I struggled for breath with his fingers clutched at my throat. As a child I had been 

kept safe, but still I was raised as so many baby birds without feathers that fall from their 

nests and lie unprotected on a sunlit sidewalk. I did not know how to act or react in so 

many situations, especially in this one. I could not get my mind around what was 

happening to me, around the reality of the situation: Me? Raped? It's not possible. And 

then: How will I tell mother? 

"Well, did he actually rape you? Or was it just an attempt?" my mother asked 

more than once when I finally was able to pick up the phone and call her, after the police 

left my apartment. I knew that he had assaulted me with a loaded weapon, that I was 

bleeding in places that I couldn't easily see, that I had bruises on my neck and trouble 

breathing, and that the smell of semen would bother me forever. 
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"What happened e.acilyr she asked, again, as if I wasn't the one who was raped. As if I 

wasn't there when it happened. As if I were making the whole thing up\ 

I had already decided that it would be best for me to just hang up the phone and 

pretend nothing had happened, nothing unusual anyway. It was Thanksgiving, and the 

turkey had cooked for about twenty-three hours. I had made turkey jerky. As I was 

getting ready to take the overcooked meat to my friends' house, I looked in the bathroom 

mirror and realized I could no longer see myself I had disappeared. I was now a jumble 

of body parts: a frizz of blonde hair, sloping shoulders, alien-sized eyes, and narrow lips 

stretched in taught line. 

Next I did what I was supposed to do; I cleaned up and moved on. I let my eyes 

soften and I let the focus on this huge event in my life blend and blur like a test for color

blindness. I began gulping air, which promptly came back in the form of vivid watercolor 

paintings of haunted-looking, naked pre-pubescent girls. I began sleeping with any man 

who would have me, mistaking their physical warmth for an emotional blanket. I did my 

best to shelve the rape (or as it became known in our family: "The Galveston Attack'') for 

the next eight years, and I did this by becoming as emotionally bankrupt as I could. In 

short, I became my mother. 

I moved to West Texas to change my life, and two weeks later met my husband, 

my left-handed, good-natured, "Maine-iac." For the first four years of our marriage, I 

never divulged the details of my past, of my rape. Instead of letting him find out about 

my colorful past, I kept all the important things to myself 
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They came out, instead, during a marriage-counseling session with our preacher 

who had agreed to see us one Saturday afternoon after I came home and announced to my 

husband that our marriage was over, that I had absolutely no feelings anymore of any 

kmd and that I was as sapped as a maple tree on a Vermont spring 
morn. 

The mistakes we make - in relationships, as friends and co-workers, as parents -

shape who we are as well as who they are. By being human, by having lapses in clarity of 

thought and reason, we act in ways that inadvertently change how other people view the 

world. Our actions change not only ourselves but also everyone who enters our lives. As 

the awesome nature of this responsibility to humankind washed over me, I completely 

understood why my mother and my father preferred to live a life encased in glass. But, 

too, I was angry with them for not letting me "see" life, all its jagged edges, its refiections 

of light and shadow. 

In hindsight, I'm not sure why we all thought mother was so fragile. At forty, she 

went back to school to finish her degree in art. Soon after, she started making pottery 

with white, porcelain clay, and like the porcelain pots that have been thrown and fired; 

she is more durable than she appears. She told me recently that once my father left town 

on business for two weeks and "forgot" to call her. She ordered flowers to be sent to 

herself and then thanked him for the flowers and the lovely card when he returned. It was 

years before she told him who really sent those flowers. 
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Maybe, then, it wasn't really about her fragility but ours. Maybe we pulled the 

protection from life around our ears like a woolen coat on a blustery day. ft made us feel 

safe, whole and sound, sane and good. 

Regardless of the evolution of our ^chicken little' or our egg, I see my mother 

developing in the solution of her later years; like my college darkroom images she is a 

study in blacks and whites. There is little of her left that I recognize, and I am amazed 

each time I see her now and realize that I am seeing her and that she is letting me see. She 

talks about politics. She recently found a new religion. She talks about sex, love and 

violence with the same fervor with which she once discussed a recipe for meatloaf. 

Of course there still are clues to her old non-self. 

The last time I was home visiting, she was talking about her friend Martha who 

drowned herself twenty years ago. "Do you ever think about her?" she asked me, truly 

interested in what I had to say about it. As I was thinking of how to pour and measure my 

thoughts just so, I noticed she plucked an apple from a finished porcelain fruit bowl. In 

the bottom of the bowl was a tiny molded face looking up at me. It was Martha under all 

that fruit. 

ft's difficult to become a decent parent yourself as an adult child of over-protective 

parents. You either bend over backwards to not do the same thing, which leaves the child 

vulnerable in many different ways, or you constantly wonder why you can't live up to the 

apparently perfect parenting of your own parents. You find yourself constantly reaching 

for that script and coming up empty. Somehow I found a way to write my ovm script, I 

think. Although I have struggled the entire eight years that I've been a mother to get it 

19 



right, it was during the cat-killing incident that I was able to finally see what I needed to 

do. 

My little boy called me over to him in the hallway, and said he wanted to "tell it." 

The worst sort of thing a parent can imagine, I guess, or at least the most "inappropriate " 

thing, would be for one of their children to grow up and "tell all about it." And I feel 

guilty complaining about my so-called idyllic childhood when there are thousands of 

children who had really, really painfixl experiences. But still, I feel that I missed 

something, that I was left without wings in an unfeathered nest, and that cold and 

motionless place has never left me. 

"I was only trying to fly it by its ears," my little boy said quietly. "I didn't want him 

to get broke on the wall." I told him it was okay. I told him it wasn't his fault. He looked 

at me, incredulous, and said, "But Mama, it was too my fault. I kilt him." 

I swallowed hard. "Yes, baby, you did kill the kitty, but you didn't mean to. You 

learned that you have to be carefial. You learned that animals are real.'" 

The other day he drew a picture of a kitten with wings soaring through a purple-

cloudy sky. "It's Patches. She's v^th the angels now," he told me, "but it will be okay," 

and I knew in that instant that he was seeing life and death as vividly as I saw that little 

mouse's cold and still heart. Yes, ft was sometimes scary, sad, cold, and "broke," but to 

be anyway otherwise would be to grow up dead. 
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Consulting Caroline 

The pallbearers' long shadows fell at their feet as they crunched snow-covered 

twigs beneath black shiny shoes. The red and green bells hanging over the cemetery's 

entrance somehow signaled blood and grass, the icicles below caught the setting sun and 

reflected a prism of multi-colored pieces of broken windshield. 

Caroline lived for two days after the accident. She looked like a sleeping goddess, lying 

there amid the sterility of the glassed-in room. First, I stood outside the glass and caught 

hold itself together. 

The year before we all told her she was lucky. 

"At least he didn't kill you," we said. We were sitting with her in her bedroom, blinds 

dravm. ft was two days before Thanksgiving, and a few days after she had been raped on 

the country club lawn. We were her friends, but we were stupid. We didn't know what to 

say. 

I remember sitting there, on the edge of her bed, and wondering what such a thing would 

do to the insides of a person. She was still beautiful on the outside, but somehow pitifiil, 

too, like a small frightened animal. Her world had become a cage, she said. She was 

afraid all the fime. She would no longer walk on the cold tiled floor to her own bathroom 

in the middle of the night. From her bed to her bathroom was too far to travel alone, she 

said. Her thick, dark hair hung in straight slats dovm her shoulders and glanced the 

bedcovers. 
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She looked up at us, me then Drew, and a single tear fell from her lashes, her brown eyes 

now seeming to absorb darkness. Her dimples were gone. She exuded shame, and, 

although we didn't know the meaning of the word, it became a cloak we all wore. 

"You know, it could happen to any of you. You just never know," she said. "And then 

you hate everybody, but you don't want to be alone, either. You need people."' 

Her boyfriend had been with her at the time. It was sunset, and they were on a picnic 

celebrating their two-year armiversary. The rapist held the knife to Curtis's throat, forcing 

him to lie down beside Caroline, threatening to kill him if he didn't sit still and watch. 

She never said, but I pictured him as white trash, with long dirty hair and torn jeans, a 

half-buttoned shirt. The rapist left the knife when he ran, leaving my friend shirtless, the 

zipper to her jeans broken; she was lying in a pool of semen and blood. Her boyfriend 

half-carried and half-dragged her to a house up the path on a cliff above the golf course to 

call the police. The next day, her family had packed their bags. They went to France each 

Christmas to visit her mother's family and this year it seemed a good idea to leave early. 

Caroline showed us the pills she had to take to bring on her period so she wouldn't get 

pregnant. Beyond that, she didn't say much. There were no words, and anyway, we 

wouldn't have known how to respond. 

I remember going to her house to see her off. As they pulled out of the driveway, 

the tires flattened the fallen wet leaves, and sticks cracked in the cobblestone driveway. 

She leaned over the backseat and wiped away the fog on the back window. Placing her 

fingers in a "V" on the glass, she formed a peace sign - our secret signal to one another -

and I could see her blurred face, those wide brown eyes, that perfect black hair, just 
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beyond. In the background, her mouth lacked definition but was forming something like 

an ̂ ^O." 

Yet, she was the same girl. She had a charm that no one could quite capture. She 

was the type of girl that people crossed the street to be with, even if it meant crossing in 

front of a moving vehicle. She made dance team and aced honors chemistry. Her 

boyfriend and her made plans to marry in a year or so, once they were in college. She still 

giggled. She still went swimming. But she wouldn't wear a bikini; she wouldn't wear 

tampons either. 

I asked her once if she had had sex with her boyfriend yet. She said they had tried. 

She said that he wanted her to know there was a difference between making love and 

what happened to her. She said she had been a virgin. He said she still was. 

"It just hurts too much," she told me. 

"It hurts you down there?" I asked, genuinely curious, perplexed, still trying to 

solve it all for myself, to learn more than what I'd gleaned from my high school health 

course. 

"No ... not exactly. It hurts in here," she said, crossing her heart with an index 

finger, "ft claws at you. Spooks you. You can't get away from it." 

She told me she wanted to be held, but not touched. How is it possible, to feel that 

way? I asked her this many times, not understanding that, for her, it was now impossible 

to feel any way. I wanted so badly to understand, to help her, to feel what she felt. Of 

course I didn't want to be raped, but I wanted to be like her—now so worldly-wise, so 

mature. 
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We grew apart during that year, our senior year in high school, partly because I didn't 

make dance team, partly because I didn't want to feel afraid anymore, or sad, or guilty. I 

began to hang out with other people. People who didn't inadvertently make me feel bad 

about not having been raped. People who weren't so grieved, who had normal everyday 

problems—their parents were divorcing, their kid brother was driving them nuts—those 

types of things. I didn't like going to her house anymore. Her French-speaking mother, 

who already had a strong dislike of Americans, seemed defeated and deflated. Her eyes 

were crazy and suspicious. I was a nervous child and having to talk to grownups, 

particularly this grownup, completely unnerved me. 

The court trial came and went, and the rapist (who was later tried on another case 

for a series of rapes and murders was convicted) was let go. The jury was not convinced 

it was rape, because, after all, she had been making out with a boy in broad daylight. 

"Enticing" and "promiscuous" were the words the defense used to describe her in a time 

before there were laws in place to protect rape victims' behavior and past during 

questioning. 

Still, I envied her. She was beautiful and elegant and French and wise and 

engaged to be married. She had an entire future of excitement laid out before her. It 

seemed that the rape somehow ended up freeing her, causing her to come into her own, to 

live life. She became strong. I was jealous of the people who remained her close friends, 

those people who were stronger than I was, who weren't afraid to keep trying, to keep 

nodding their heads in a patient sort of knowing way. 
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Eventually, 1 noticed she began to laugh again. It was senior year, and everyone was 

making plans. She was going to Cambridge; she was going to be a physician. We ran into 

each other at parties, in classes, in the halls. One time, I stopped her, grabbed her arm, 

and asked her how she was doing. She threw back her head and tossed me her best 

dimpled-grin. 

"I'm just great!" she said, beaming "How are you?" 

I muttered something about doing all right. 

She said "No! I mean, how are you?" 

We hugged and I told her I missed her. I told her I loved her. 

"Love you, too, babe," she said without hesitation. 

We knocked knuckles in a goofy handshake that we had created in ninth grade, and 

although we would always be friends, from that point on, I knew we would be friends at 

a distance. 

I was watching TV when the phone call came. I remember that big, cracked-plastic 

phone, hanging on the bright daisy wallpaper in our kitchen. I remember its hollow dial 

tone. The ringing was huge. Everything stopped in that moment. People on TV froze, my 

brother stopped strumming his guitar, and my dad stopped rocking in his chair. He moved 

the newspaper slightly away from his line of vision. It was just after dinner and mom had 

been drying the dishes. 

I turned to watch her as she lifted the receiver, saw her face turn shades of gray. 

Somehow, insfinctively, I knew what was going on. I ran to the bathroom and threw up. 

When I came out, she handed me the car keys and told me which hospital. When I 
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an-ived, Carolme's family was huddled around her bed. It was so quiet that you could 

hear the machine breathe for her. You could almost hear the beat of her heart, not the 

mechanical beep, but the beat, beat, beating. Of her heart. 

" You know, it could happen to any of you. You just never know, " I heard her say, 

again and again and again, from nowhere. 

Her funeral was marked with a morbid curiosity. Her boyfriend was leaning on 

one crutch in the receiving line, his face was a road map of stitches, his jaw was wired 

shut, his entire left side was covered with bandages and set in casts. He was the sole 

survivor. Still, he was as frozen as the earth he stood on. He looked through us, her 

friends. His gray eyes showed the depth of the winter cold snap, the coldest day in the 

history of the city. The bitter, biting cold that surrounded us. The wind's whistle hurt our 

ears. No one told him he was lucky. 

That night I had the first of a series of dreams I would have with Caroline as my 

nightly guide. These dreams always started the same way—she would be sitting in a 

green wooden chair with her back facing me, where I could only recognize her by her 

black hair. I asked her where she was, and she told me "purgatory." Not being Catholic, I 

had never heard this term before, but she described it to me as a place in between the 

depths of despair she felt during the rape and the heights to which she rose while her soul 

was freed in the hospital room. She told me she had some work to do before she could go 

on to be with God. She had to help someone out, she said. After that, she visited my 

dreams whenever I needed a friend, whenever I needed answers, I truly believe she 

became my appointed guardian angel. 
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me. 

For the next ten years, I'd see her from time to time in my dreams, and she would answer 

my questions, somehow sending silent instructions from the back of her turned head. The 

last time I ever saw her was the night that I was raped at age 26. She was still 17, still 

sitting in that green chair. This time, though, when I dreamt of her, she turned to face 

Her face was tear-streaked, but her eyes were calm. Slowly I saw her features blur and 

then reshape into those same eyes I looked into every morning in the mirror. Her face 

became my face, my face became hers, she became me, I was her. Then, from inside 

around me in the darkened room of my slumber, she gave me a calm that I can only 

describe as a cat napping in a carpet sunbeam. She showed the patience and 

understanding that I so wanted to have shown her as a teen. She told me that we were the 

same now, and when I asked if she meant we were both victims of rape, she said: 

"No. We're survivors." 

or 
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Me in the Mirror 

I don't remember it ever raining during the two years that I dated John, my first 

boyfriend, my first love. I'm sure that can't be right, but in my mind, it was all starry 

nights and sunlit drives through the hill country. I was thirteen years old when we met, 

and he was seventeen. And, to the dismay of my parents (who planned to allow me to 

date at age sixteen), he had a car that he drove right over the railroad tracks that divided 

our neighborhoods and our young lives. 

Like most memories, mine are jumbled and distorted, and although it was one of the 

most endearing times of my life, I have little recognizance left that is purely my own. My 

mother's memories are of the horror she felt the day she discovered I had a boyfriend and 

that I was playing for keeps. My brother's memories are of me sneaking out of my 

window at night to meet a pothead, longhaired freak that I needed protection from. My 

best friend's memories are of me and him, Janet and John, heads always together, hand-

in-hand, much in love, from the start. 

So why is it that I can remember what I wore the day I met him, but not what was 

said? I remember me in the mirror then. I was primping in the tiny bathroom at the 

skating rink with a gaggle of girls, spraying clouds of ozone-depleting Hair Net to plaster 

my very '80s "wings" to the side of my head. I remember my flowered sear-sucker shirt 

with short puffy sleeves, my dark blue, bell-bottom Calvin Klein jeans that had to be both 

tight enough to warrant my lying flat on the bed to zip them, and long enough to cover 

the tops of my new white roller skates. I can even recall my white patina belt, the 
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coolness of it as I buckled it against the palm of my hand. And I remember the pulse of 

the disco music as we skated side-by-side. 

But I can't recall the feel of his hand in mine, not the smell of his cologne, not the 

look in his eye when we first met, not what was said on that first day that I fell in love 

with a boy who would unwittingly shape the rest of my life. 

The thing is, I still see that girl when I look in the mirror now, her pitifiil, beautiful 

untouched body, a dark-eyed beauty. A girl with the whole world ahead of her, full of 

possibilities, full of sweetness and light. But the me that I was then is smaller and blurry 

and keeps fading over time. 

It's been more than twenty years, and I heard from John the other day. I opened my 

inbox to see his full name in bold letters, to read that he had been looking for me, and my 

heart skipped to my throat for a full two-second count. He wanted to "reconnect" with his 

past. He asked for a picture, and I sent him two - one of me and one of my daughter. He, 

too, has a daughter about the same age. 

He said my daughter looked more like me back then than the picture of me twenty 

years later. And then there was his picture. I couldn't wrap my mind around the fact that 

this was truly my long lost love. His hair was still blonde, but more silvery than gold, and 

ft fell past his shoulders in soft curls. He sported a tribal tattoo on his left shoulder, which 

was muscular and bigger than I remembered. There were crow's feet on each side of his 

eyes, and his nose was a bit crooked—not like I remembered, I would not have 

recognized him on the street, but closer, yes, there were those same blue-green eyes, 

those lips. I wondered for a second who he sees when he looks in the mirror. Does he still 
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see himself at seventeen? Is the age that we define ourselves determined by the 

confluence of memory and time? 

When I look in the mirror, I see all of me. And then I am at once not only the girl but 

her mother, and the too-young lover—all three. This time-travel while standing 

completely still is unnerving. I realize, too, that I see the same look in my daughter's eyes 

when she talks about a boy in her class. "But I love him. Momma," she pleads. And I 

become unsettled, disoriented, trying to locate my role in life, my place in time. 

A few of the moments that I spent with my young boyfriend stand forever at the 

forefront of my mind. It is a perfect summer day—a Saturday—and we drive to the hill 

country to visit his older brother. We make love on the bed in a one-room shack. It is the 

second time for both of us. I don't recall the love making but the aftermath. I am lying on 

the twin bed in my multi-colored macrame bikini, and there is a pool of semen on my flat 

unmarked belly. I swirl it with my index finger as the sunbeam strikes it and makes it 

eerily incandescent. It glows. I see John's back in the bathroom as he washes himself. 

This memory is so vivid that some days it catches me off guard, comes flying back, and I 

have to stop to relocate myself. It feels as if this is the 25^ hour of that day, and that it 

will never end, has never ended. 

That same day, a bit later, we go outside the cabin, down by a stream, and John 

carves our initials in a towering oak, a tree whose markings seem to scream, "We are 

here!" A place where maybe we never left. 

I look at the picture he's sent me again, and again, it startles me. Who is this man? 

What happened to my boyfriend? But then, no, he's not old, I think. Not at all. His golden 
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glinted hair still shines, his Richard Gere-lips are there, too, and so is that indention in his 

throat, the place where his ever-present gold pendant lay. For some of us, our golden 

moments come early and never leave. 

I wonder if it makes any difference which love you end up with? Your first love, the 

second or the third? Would all of them eventually mellow into calmness, even a 

passionless thirst over time? 

I look at the old photos of myself again, and now I see a beautiful, thin, dark blue-

eyed girl with thick, shiny, cappuccino-brown hair. At the time, though, I only saw what I 

thought was a big nose with clogged pores, mouse-brown hair, knock-knees, a stomach 

that pouched out, and an overbite. I always saw parts of me, not the sum of myself. A big 

toe that curved up, breasts that were not perfectly round, nipples that were too big and not 

dark enough, skinny legs, no butt, too much pubic hair, thick eyebrows. 

Of course now I know that our authentic self has little to do with our physical 

appearance, but then, I was confused by what my eighth-grade homemaking teach said 

was the classic, "Who am I?" quandary. I was fine before that class, but afterward, I 

could never find the true me in me, the soul of me, of if I found her, could never hold on 

long enough to really understand her. Rather than try, I began to act like a chameleon 

with no real personality of my own. If my mother were cold, I'd put a sweater on. If a 

friend of mine liked beer, I did too. I let myself be defined by whichever friend I was 

with at the moment. Mostly, John defined me. I had this great disconnect in my mind 

between my inner and outer selves, never really understanding that a person could love 

me and that it didn't have to be about physical beauty at all. 
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I always, too, had the ability to disassociate from myself, to float above myself and 

watch my actions, as if I were watching a movie, as if I were dead. After much therapy 

and after studying psychology in college, I know that this is a syndrome of people who 

develop multiple personalities after childhood abuse, or who experience great trauma as 

in during a war or natural disaster. It is a psychological defense mechanism that allows 

the person to escape the horrors at hand. For me, though, it's just been a part of me; it has 

always been there. When I tell therapists what a great childhood I had, they never believe 

it. 

"You have the personality and mentality of an abused person—a sexually abused 

person," they say. I tell them it couldn't be, that I wasn't raped until I was an adult. I tell 

them that I had sex at age thirteen for the first time, but that I was in no way abused. I tell 

them it was my choice; it was what I wanted. I always felt much older than my years, and 

I was always in a hurry to grow up. 

But the experts say "sex at thirteen" could not have been a choice because a choice 

of a child is not really a choice after all. My boyfriend, they say, could have been arrested 

for sleeping with a child, him being almost eighteen, almost a man. I shake my head and 

tell them it wasn't like that. It was romantic. It was Romeo and Juliet sort-of-love. We 

thought we would either run away together or die together. It was that strong. 

Sometimes I think that, if only I had been beautiful, small-boned and china-like, like 

some of my childhood friends, if only I had been angular and not had the sloping 

shoulders of an old man, or if I had inherited the porcelain skin of my mother rather than 
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the olive tone of my father, perhaps I would have been able to find myself, to like myself, 

to appreciate my life. 

But I look at those pictures now, and I see nothing but the beauty and innocence that 

I didn't recognize at the time. I see a popular girl with all the right clothes, the $50 jeans 

and the "twisty bead" jewelry. And I realize, ft's not the boy I want to see again, and ft's 

not even the intensity of emotions I long for; it's me-at-that-age that I need to meet, to be 

re-introduced to, so that I can hug her and heal her. I would tell her again and again that it 

was okay, that it was normal. I would tell her that she will not go to hell for having sex at 

such a young age, and I would tell her that she has the right to say no if she wants or to 

say yes and enjoy it, to revel in those strong feelings that can only come at that age. It is 

true, you know, that one can never go back to holding hands. It's also true that just 

because you've had "inappropriate" sex doesn't mean you are damaged goods. This has 

taken most of my thirty-seven years to learn. 

My clearest memory of that time, though, centers around one Christmas Eve when 

John broke up with me. He said at the time that he'd found another girl. Years later, he 

will admit that he never felt good enough for me, for my white-collar family. I was 

devastated. I threw the promise ring he gave me back at him, I begged and pleaded with 

him to stay. After he left, I spent a solid month in my darkened bedroom, playing 

Christopher Cross records and Air Supply's "All Out of Love" and crying and not eating 

and bargaining with God to give me my one true love back. A few days later, after 

supper, I was sitting in my room, crying as usual. Again, I caught my reflection in the 

bureau mirror and thought, "No wonder!" I was trying to lose focus on my pigtails the 
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color of dirty hay, and my red cheeks, too-thin lips and that bulbous nose. My father 

came in the room and put his arms around me. 

"You are the most beautiful, most precious girl in the world, and don't you forget 

that." 

I told him he was wrong. I told him I was ugly. I told him I just wanted my boyfriend 

back. He said that he would come back but that I must do the one thing that was the 

hardest of all to do. "You must never take him back. You must have pride in yourself" 

Although I didn't believe my father (what girl at that age would?), he did come back 

once or twice, and although it was torturous, I never took him back. I moved on. I also 

took one more precaution - 1 encased my heart in thick insulation. I only dated friends 

and took no more lovers until college. I re-invented myself and only sporadically worried 

that I would never find anyone whom I could love that completely again 
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CHAPTER III 

IN A SHOEBOX, LIGHTLY 

"I construct my memories with my present. I am lost, abandoned in the present. 

I try in vain to rejoin the past: 

I cannot escape." 

John-Paul Sartre 
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A Rather Figgy Afternoon 

Old Mrs. Green sat rocking in the sunlit dust, and the figs plumped behind her 

head and exploded, one by one, like camouflaged fourth-of-July fireworks. That's the 

way I remember it, anyway, when I choose to remember that summer of my sixth year. 

She sat in front of the sliding glass door to her tiny, horizontal backyard; the scrawny fig 

tree always seemed to grow from the top of her blue-tinted hair. The afternoon sun 

cascading in through the blindless window meshed her rocking chair and the tree into a 

completely two-dimensional mosaic, flat, cracked but glimmering brilliantly. It's the dust 

I remember best, though, the way the light caught it and how it glistened on the way 

down, slowly settling into the Berber carpet at her feet. 

Sometimes I try to remember her face, but I just remember the old. The oldness of her 

was oddly becoming. A pile of wrinkles and bones all collapsed in that wooden rocker, 

her pantyhose gathered around her ankles like elephant feet. She smelled of lilacs and 

honeysuckle, and, of course, figs. I never imagined that she had a life once, that she was a 

regular stay-at-home mom before the term was even a catch phrase. But she did, and she 

was. I never wondered either what had happened to Mr. Green or if he ever existed at all. 

I learned that summer that "sweet" is not always best. Sometimes sweet is sardonic, 

pungent, and earthy, like the figs we'd pluck from the trees, peel and nosh between our 

teeth, sucking on the mealy, tarry insides that we didn't really prefer apart from the 

Newton cookies and milk. 

It was a different time then, a different world really. Me and Frankie, Judy and the 

others would run from yard-to-yard throughout the neighborhood, jumping fences. 
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bicycling in the alleyways, knocking on bedroom windows to lure the other kids 

outdoors. No one worried about the safety of it all. The latchkey kids were adopted after 

school and all summer long by moms who stuck handprint decals on their windows. Mrs. 

Green had a handprint in her window, and her house sat three houses down and across the 

block from mine. Her backyard became a passageway to and from our imaginary 

missions; the fig tree was a meeting place for our secret club. It was the one place where 

we felt not only safe but invisibly so. As long as we were there, somewhere, Mrs. Green 

would rock and smile and hum to herself, our constant quiet chaperone. 

Gardenias grew in the front of her house, and we would pick them and take them 

to her, float them in water. She would line her cabinets with our white, smelly gifts, and 

then go back to her rocker and watch us, and rock, and rock. 

Mrs. Green had a son. Jack. As old as Mrs. Green looked. Jack looked the 

opposite. He was six-feet-tall, but had a patch on one eye and a chin that jutted out 

revealing several missing teeth amid his other yellow-tinged ones. A bit of spittle always 

trailed out the right side of his mouth, and he walked holding a hand in front, pulling 

himself along sideways. He was probably in his 30s, but he was a kid like us, too. He was 

the only one of us who truly liked the taste of fresh fig. 

It was one of those perfect summer afternoons, lazing in the grass, a blade 

between your teeth. We practiced learning to suck honeysuckle perfectly, the drop of 

sugar on our tongues, the smell suntan lotion permeating everything around, and the 

sound of locust buzzing around every corner. We collected leaves to keep, locust skins to 

crush, flowers to press for perfume. We cast spells on each other for we were witches, 
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and built great cardboard forts, painted them and played Noah's ark. We awed at the 

fragility of life when a baby bird died and stiffened, featherless, with its beak still open, 

awaiting a meal from mother. We'd sit in the grass, Indian-style, in Mrs. Green's 

backyard. Jack, Frankie, Judy and me, and play until our parents hollered us home for 

super. Jack loved playing with us. Once, he pulled his pants down and took out his 

privates. "Look!" he said, panting. "I got boy parts!" I covered my mouth and tried not to 

laugh. I reached out and wanted to touch the small, wrinkly thing, curious if it would 

recoil like a slinky when I let go. 

Frankie pulled his pants down, too, a big stupid boy-grin on his face. Judy and I 

began to pull one and then the other until something strange began to happen to Jack. His 

face changed, his eyes rolled back in his head, and his privates began to grow, 

monstrously, and stiffen. We all sat back and stared as he jerked and pulled himself to the 

point that his body began to convulse. We figured he was having a "fit," like we had been 

told he might have sometime. That's how we were— ĥim full-throttle fitting, and us 

sitting back, stupid stares on our faces—when Frankie's dad walked into the back yard 

and, in one swoop, lifted Frankie up by the back of his collar and carried him, legs 

flailing, eyes wide and his mouth pleading for mercy, into the house. Frankie's dad 

picked up Jack's Hot Wheel tracks on his way through the den, past Mrs. Green, and 

whopped the back of Frankie's legs as he carried him, ranting, out the front door and 

down the street. 
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Judy ran for the alley to make her way home for dimier. Mrs. Green came outside and 

helped Jack fasten his pants, as he was gathering up as many figs as he could in his 

shirttails. 

"Better get on home now. Missy," she told me. As soon as my legs would move, I 

up and ran. My legs still asleep from being crossed, I felt like I was rumiing on bricks 

when I wanted to fly. I stumbled across two lawns, and then as I ran across the street for 

my house, I saw a sprinkler next door. It looked so good in that afternoon heat, and I 

thought it would help to come home wet, something to hide the smell of sin on me. 

Leaping into the air, and landing just the other side of the sprinkler, I noticed something 

was wrong. I looked down and was covered with brown house paint. Mr. Jones had been 

painting the side of his house with a walking sprinkler, and I was washed in paint rather 

than pure water. 

My father came out the front door just then to call me home for dinner, and saw 

his brown-spotted daughter standing aghast on the next lawn. He was as angry as 

Frankie's father from before, but he quietly drug me into the house, into the garage, and 

dumped a bottle of turpentine on my body and began to scrub. I had spots for weeks. 

People thought I was freckled for the whole first-grade year. I always wondered what 

would happen had my dad learned of my real sin, what really happened that day under 

the fig tree. Never did find out though, and I never heard from one-eyed Jack again. 
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For Lack ofa Better Title 

I live in the land of green applesauce and blue butter. It is a place from which I 

fly nightly on a yellow-lipsticked horse named Tulip with my two trusty sidekicks 

through azure clouds. We travel to faraway lands like fali-Cornia and Okla-my-homa. 

Sometimes we stay home and work diligently, my pint-sized assistants and I, to perform 

"heart-cracked" surgeries of the most serious kind. Other times, I work to carefully 

cultivate our garden of one glorious tomato or a springy lettuce leaf that appears after a 

springtime magic-planting fairy dance. 

Through it all, I am christened daily by applesauce-and-banana hand pats, blessed 

every waking moment with the knowledge that I am doing something important with my 

life. After all, this is not only my life; it is my career. And though my job lacks any 

conventional definition, it is a position that I hold dearer than all things holy. I am, for 

lack ofa better title, a mom. 

Try explaining this to anyone who asks, "So, what do you do? " 

In between caring for my four-and-seven-year-olds, I paint, write, teach, play housewife 

to my husband and act as zookeeper to our odd collection of rare species, including two 

woe-begotten dogs, a cross-eyed oversized tabby cat, a hamster named Hercules and a 

fish named Fluffy. 

And, like all moms, I'm called on from time-to-time to help with messy but Very 

Important glue-and-Popsicle stick projects, to crawl through the mud on my belly to give 

an expert's opinion of doodle bugs, or to play the role of Gothem City architect with an 

array of empty cardboard boxes. These are the good days. 
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There, too, are the days when I open the door to my husband at 6 p.m. still wearing my 

terrycloth bathrobe, my face tear-stained and my eyes startled. The kids are spinning in 

the background, screeching Barney lyrics, reeling from the 43 or so chocolate kisses they 

snuck while I was passed out in the bedroom during their naptime. It was on such a day 

that I received in the mail a random clipping in an unmarked envelope that I knew to be 

from my mother. 

It was a reprint ofa women's magazine article from the 1950s. It read something 

like this: 

"Greet him at the door in your nicest evening attire. Be sure to wear perfume. Hand 

him his favorite drink and slippers and let him have a few moments peace before the 

children greet him." 

Yes, my mother did this and more. She was the quintessential stay-at-home mom. 

Of course she stayed home because it was what women in the 1950s did, but she also 

took her parenting to be her calling. 

"Why have kids if you are just going to let their raising go to someone else?" She is fond 

of saying. 

I can still see her then, when I was about five, her long thin arms, pale and 

powdered, her dark hair perfectly coifed; she would sU, stocking-legs to the side, in her 

linen dress and would snip at fabric swatches of various textures, dropping them one at a 

time into a brown paper sack. My brothers and me would gather around her, vying 

anxiously to take our turns blindfolded, drawing the swatches and describing them by 

touch alone. Sometimes we were allowed to play a game of pouring rice granules from a 
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pitcher into a cup to prepare us to better serve dinner guests at social gatherings. Mother 

also had an easel set up in the kitchen for us to paint on every day after school, to develop 

our creativity. It was years before I realized that an easel was not part of the normal 

kitchen landscape. It was little surprise that each of us turned out to be artists and writers, 

critical and creative thinkers! My father, the accountant, was rarely home, so instead of 

the wonder of numbers, we were courted by my mother's first love - art. 

Mother made play dates with other mothers and their children so that we could 

socialize with children our own age. At each birthday party, my brothers and I were 

allowed to choose what animal-shaped cake we wanted and she would bake it, picture 

perfect, for us. As she would strike the match to set alight our birthday wishes, you could 

barely catch a glimpse of her dry, peeling hands, the square fingertips topped by 

fingernails that had been chewed to the quick. 

There are a few of these true stay-at-home types left, but I'm not one of them. 

They include the Girl Scout leader who has five children that she home schools in her 

immaculate house, day in and day out, with a smile on her face. I doubt seriously that she 

has ever found a petrified fish stick behind the couch. And I know for a fact that she has 

never had a government agency investigate her for child abuse. 

My second-grade daughter is beautiftil and gifted. She reads about three grade 

levels ahead, and she has always had a vocabulary that belies her years. One unfortunate 

side effect of this (or cause?) is that she has always been dravra to "experiment." One 
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such experiment we now refer to as the "marble incident." She was four years old and 

was curious about what would happen if she ''sat" on a marble. Well, she did and she 

found out that it went UP and it didn't come out. My husband and I were working in our 

home office when she came in panting, crying and sort of moaning. 

Not knowing how to handle this one, we took her to the emergency room where 

the doctors assured us that the marble would eventually come out "on its own." We went 

home, relieved that the experience had only hurt our pride. Then, that night, my husband 

was pulling a pan out of the oven, and not realizing that our infant son was sitting at his 

feet in the kitchen, he tipped the pan just enough to spill hot grease on the baby's head. 

Back to the hospital we went, the good attentive parents that we were, this time running 

every light on the way. My son had second-and-third degree burns on his scalp, but again, 

we were grateful that the accident hadn't been worse. 

Things had been stressful the entire week before these medical emergencies, but 

regardless, we weren't the best housekeepers in town. Our house looked like a war zone, 

with diapers piled in trash cans, toys and newspapers, books and clothes scattered from 

the front door to the back; dishes sat unwashed in the sink, and our children were naked 

because their pajamas were still in the dryer. That's when the doorbell rang. I'm still not 

sure why we even opened the door that night, but we did, and behind it stood Maude. 

Maude was from Children's Protective Services. I stepped aside to let her in and my son 

ran up and handed her a steak knife. My daughter entered next, of course still naked, and 

holding a half-empty bottle of aspirin. As my husband ran around trying to clear the 

entry way floor and lasso the children, I stammered, "Is this about the 'burn incident?'" 
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Maude looked frightened and said slowly, "Noooo. This would be about the 'marble 

incident.'" 

I found a child at a park the other day that was missing his parents. This three year 

old was bullying the other kids by not letting them take turns on the slide. L went up to 

him and talked him into being "nice." As I talked to him, it was obvious that he was a 

special-needs child. I wasn't sure what his exact "needs" were, but he was indeed special, 

wide-eyed and trusting. Innocence personified. As I watched him play, he fell from the 

top of the monkey bars and hurt his elbow. I waited a few minutes but no other adults 

went to console him. I went and picked him up, brushed him off, gave him a hug, and 

asked him where his mom and dad were. 

"Mommy's at work; Daddy's at home," he said. 

It was near dark at a park in downtown Lubbock that does not have the reputation of 

being safe in the first place. I gathered my own children and then picked this boy up, and, 

for two hours, my husband and I looked for his parents. As we were about to call the 

police, a teenager came running up. He was the boy's father and had dropped him off at 

the park, alone, while he went to smoke dope behind the softball stadium. The boy 

apparently did not have a mother, or, as this kid so eloquently put it, ''that bitch is dead.'' 

My heart shattered as I handed the child over and as I realized that although I am not the 

best at my parenting job, I'm far from the worst. 
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On one particular "stay-at-home" day a few years ago, I found myself standing in 

the veterinarian's office paying for a biopsy of the sicker of our two dogs, when I ran into 

another "stay-at-home" mother of two. It was only moments before she betrayed me by 

asking that question. 

"So, what are you up to these days? " 

Of course it was a rhetorical question, much like, "How are you?" (A question to 

which no one really wants an honest answer) but still, I felt compelled to say something. 

But as I stood there, a baby on my hip and a furry creature in hand, for once it occurred to 

me that I might not really need to jusfify my existence to anyone. I mean it is obvious that 

I don't really "stay at home," isn't it? All mothers have been there, and non-mothers 

would not really care. And surely the Girl Scout mother would not understand. No, we 

ask people what they do so we will feel better about what we do. As long as everybody 

keeps busy, we don't have time to think about what we are really contributing (or not 

contributing) to society at-large. Our jobs seem to define us rather than the other way 

around. When did it become blase to announce that you are responsible for the lives of 

children? Why is it that our paying jobs become the label we live by? 

I realized at that moment that I had been staring dumbly at the wall and had not 

answered the woman. I then realized that she hadn't even noticed; she was talking to the 

receptionist about retrieving her animal from the kennel and simultaneously picking a 

piece of lint from her collar. In that rare moment of clarity, though, my entire world had 

changed. 

It was my turn at the counter. 
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"Where will you be later today?" the receptionist asked me as I handed her our dog. 

The answer was automatic, and I'm sure she wondered why I was smiling so. 

"Who knows? You'll just have to leave a message," I said. 

I kissed my baby prince and turned to go, to head out into a new world where "mom" was 

mdeed a designation containing more honor than that ofa princess bride. 

"Where shall we go?" I asked my toddler. 

"To Falicornia and beyond!" he bellowed. 

I brushed the blonde lock of hair from his eyes and we were off 
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Angels Caught Napping 
For Nicole 

It's odd, but you never expect these calls when they come, which is invariably 

around 3 a.m. on a weeknight. You answer in a hushed voice that won't wake your 

husband or your kids. As you draw the phone to your ear, you hear; ''There is a victim in 

route to the children's hospital via ambulance. Hispanic. Female. The victim 's mother 

has requested intervention." 

You tell the dispatcher that you will be there, and as you place the phone on the 

bedside table, it dawns on you that she said children's hospital. You pull on sweats, 

tennis shoes without socks, run a comb through your hair. You don't worry about 

makeup; you hover only at your children's door for a moment. Then, like in a fire drill, 

you just go. 

You hear her before you see her, on the crisis counselor's couch. Her head lies in 

her mother's lap, the tears dropping in a soft, staccato rhythm, punctuated only by sobs. 

You go to her because it is your job, but you go to her knowing fiiU well that you will be 

of little help. You do what you can for her; you do what you can for now. She can't 

reveal what happened; at eleven years old, she lacks the vocabulary to match the horrors 

at hand. You will have to piece her story together from her mother, the police, and the 

nurses. The mother runs her long purple acrylic nails through her daughter's hair, taking 

care not to touch the girl's face that is green and yellow and still swelling. You notice the 

marks forming an arc over her eyebrows in the center of her forehead and think: steel-

toed boots. You pull ten or so blank forms from a large manila envelope and begin to ask 
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the questions, using only the appropriate and specific language so that a jury will some 

day find your documentation credible. You ask for a description of the perpetrator, and 

the mother stares at you, just past your left shoulder, and you see her struggle with the 

truth as she finally lets loose with: "It was my brother. " 

Slowly and painfully the details begin to emerge, and as they do, you think it is a 

miracle that this girl survived this long. The girl's uncle had been babysitting at night 

while the mother worked at the county jail. Yes, the mother eventually said, she knew he 

had been in jail before. He had been a Satanist and a drug-addict. Yes, she knew he wore 

a 'house arrest' bracelet on one ankle. And yes, she knew he was a registered sex 

offender. 

"But he became a Christian in prison," she said. "He's so good with the kids 

now. 

Later, at the court trial, you will discover - along with the mother - the depths of 

the uncle's sin. You hear him spew insanity from the witness stand, how he bought and 

mixed herbal "potions" from a Spanish witchdoctor to make the girl develop breasts 

earlier than nature would allow, how he plotted to make her love him and make love to 

him. He wanted her to become womanly so that she could make love to him "like a 

woman:' He would watch her and want her mostly at backyard fiestas the family held, he 

said, never missing a chance to see her in her bathing suit or a cotton halter-top, her 

budding "chi chi V visible just beneath the surface. At night for two years he would drug 

her, putting the white powder form of GHB in her cola, a substance that would make her 

sleep deeply so that he could rape her unknowingly. One night he was mad at his sister 
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and decided he would cut the girl up into little pieces and then hand her back to her 

mother - one limb at a time. But in his rage, he forgot to bring the bone saw. In his anger, 

he decided he was tired of waiting. He wanted her to make love to him right then - and 

knowingly so - so when she fought and pleaded with him to stop, he stomped on her face 

with his boots. The ones with the steel toes. 

When she came to, she rolled under the coffee table and clutched the wood 

underside to her chest as fight as possible, thinking that if she could just become tiny 

enough, perhaps she would disappear - or he would. But he returned, pulled her to her 

feet, walked her to the bathroom, and told her to get the Vaseline for him. He rubbed it on 

his penis in front of her, telling her that this would help it "not hurt" when they had anal 

sex. That is the last part she remembers, you will learn. 

She will tell you that in that morning haze, after the attack, she crept the covers up 

around her ears and listened to the endless scream of tires on the black-top pavement 

outside her window; the newspaper's dry thump on the wet stoop, and a cacophony of 

bird songs brought a moment's peace. She squeezed her eyes shut so hard that her lashes 

tangled, and she thought of that saying her grandmother always told her: this too will 

pass. 

You learn that although the girl woke up in pain, bleeding and bruised, she pulled 

on her clothes, loaded her two baby brothers in their red wagon and walked them down 

the street to the daytime sitter. She boarded the school bus as usual. She had a perfect 

attendance record in fifth grade and did not want this day to be any different. She entered 

her classroom early and put her head down on the desk for a minute. She had the worst 
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headache of her life. When her friends and teachers saw her lift her face from her bent 

arms, they saw the bruises, the dried blood, and the girl did not have to say a word. They 

shuffled her quickly to the school nurse who called her mother at work. Accompanied by 

police and social service workers, the mother and daughter were taken by ambulance to 

the children's hospital. 

Now, much later, the night hisses pornographic images, pedophiles and perverts 

in dark corners luring little girls. You wonder if this girl with her gold cross necklace still 

believes in God; you wonder if He's been here. You wonder if you still believe in God, if 

He's ever really been anywhere. At some point, she looks at you, asks you what 

happened to the angels. 

"My mamma says they come while we sleep; they watch us at night and keep us 

safe^" she says to you, her nearly black eyes brimming with tears. 

"I guess..." you start, stop, and then start again, "I guess... they were napping." You 

realize that you have just offered her a Band-Aid to cover a ten-inch gash in her gut. 

You worry that you are completely inadequate to do this: you are not a doctor or a 

nurse, no formal medical background, nothing to boast of except a six-week crash course 

in the basics of law, counseling, forensics. You can do this. You must. You are a certified 

rape counselor, and you concentrate on your training and check off in your mind the 

patterns of abuse that swirl around families, cut across generations, link the poor to the 

poor to the poor. You check the box "Hispanic" on the forms before you, and then 

remind yourself that race does not matter. You continue to document, not letting the 

words sink in, just writing, wrifing, wrfting them down: a simple transfer of thoughts to 
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paper sans meaning. A few of the words form bubbles that float just outside your grasp. 

You let those go. 

You try not to think much about the girl's future, about the almost certain 

promiscuity, the problems she will encounter with trust, with respecting authority, with 

men in general. You see her, in a dark and cavernous room, choking down drugs for 

comfort, seeking solstice in strangers. You hope that she will survive again. 

On one of the forms before you is a drawing ofa girl's body. "Adolescent" it says at the 

top, "Ages 10-13 years old. Female." It has three carbons - one for the Rape Center files, 

one for the police and-the third for the hospital. You mark on the forehead of the paper-

doll girl to denote her visible injuries. Her mother lifts the girl's wrist and points to a 

darkening bruise rising from the inside of her arm. You note that, too. 

You put the paperwork aside for a moment and try to explain to this child what a pelvic 

exam will entail. You tell her not to wonry; it won't be the worst. The worst has already 

happened. You help her limp to the exam room, and while she strips, you put on latex 

gloves. You have an odd feeling of comfort as you slide the powdered insides over your 

fingertips. They are sterile; this is clinical. You are helping. 

You take the girl's stained underwear and drop it into a paper bag, seal it, sign 

your name across the tape and mark it "Evidence. D.P.S." and date it. 

You tell the girl that her mom can stay if she wants her to, but that you and the policeman 

have to stay - are required to stay - to witness the exam, the collection of evidence. 

While waiting for the doctor, you show the child the cold, steel, beak-like instrument that 

will be used to look inside. Yes, you tell her, it will hurt, but not for long. You know from 
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experience that the emotional pain will numb any physical pain that she encounters now. 

You tell her to count the tiny ceiling tiles while she waits. 

You let her try on your lipstick - petal pink. You let her keep it. It is like magic: 

she is again a child playing dress-up. 

Then: You watch as the doctor combs her tiny swatch of pubic hair into a sterile 

white envelope. You initial it and try not to watch while you watch the doctor take swabs 

of semen from her vagina and drop them into individual test tubes. While the doctor sews 

up her £inus, a nurse draws blood. You wonder: When is it ever okay to give an 11-year-

old girl a pregnancy test? Later, you sit with the mother, and as still and helpless as a 

baby bird, she cries. They wheel the victim to another room for a brain scan - to make 

sure the swelling isn't fluid inside of her skull - and you think about the months ahead: 

the AIDS tests, the shame, the decisions of who to tell and who to not tell. You hate that 

she will change into someone other than herself. You hate that she will hate herself. 

When it's all over, you wait with her in the lobby where outside the electronic 

doors; you can just glimpse the sun like a broken-yoke on the horizon. In that deep, dark 

tunnel-of-night from which you two emerged, you will pray with her, not touching her 

but sidling right up beside her; you will invariably sft too close. She smells of antisepfic; 

her tears now held back by the red rim of her lower lid, her look changing from foggy-

window madness to that ofa startled fawn in the wide, wide moonlight. You sit with her 

and you cry with her. This part is not your job, but this part is the only part that matters. 

Then you start to fold the memories of this night away in your mind like her long, dark 

hair folded in on itself in neat slats on the operating table pillow. 
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You carry the evidence, bagged, sealed and signed, to the crime lab; you ring the 

buzzer that still buzzes and buzzes and buzzes as you too-loudly announce your reason 

for being ... there. "Rape Crisis. Evidence. " You will remind yourself over and over 

again that this is important work that you do late at night where nobody sees, where 

nobody knows. You do this work for free. You volunteer to do this. To be paid for it 

would cheapen it. To be seen would make it all too real. 

Next, you drive to the secret address that houses the Rape Crisis dispatchers, the 

ones who take the calls from distraught mothers, police, hospital workers, (and 

unfortunately a few perverts) and let yourself in. You deliver all twelve pages of "first 

account" documentation. You are the first to have heard her story in detail. You are now 

witness to a crime via 'first account." The white forms lift and peel from the blue and 

then the pink like the layers of bandages and gauze used to patch up the girl's forehead. 

The dispatcher is sleeping; you whistle the sheets in order under the secretary's door and 

quietly go home. 

In the driveway, you will wait for a second or two in the car, stereo on, a 

lukewarm cup of vending machine coffee on the dash. You stare at the tiny white lumps 

of cream forming on the glassy surface of brown swill, and you immediately forget what 

you are looking at. You retrace your steps, placing every single thing that was said and 

done in the last 24 hours just so in your mind so that it will be at your instant recall in 24 

months at the courthouse. This job, after all, requires that you have the ability to 

memorize details in sharp photographic contrast. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FLIP, FLOP, FLY 

"O birds, your perfect virtues bring, 

Your song, your forms, your rhythmic flight. 

Your manners for your heart's delight. 

Nestle in hedge, or barn, or roof. 

Here weave your chamber weather-proof. 

Forgive our harms, and condescend 

To man, as to a lubber friend. 

And, generous, teach his awkward race 

Courage, and probity, and grace!" 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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Hairless 

I never thought of myself as a vain person. That is, until recently when my hair 

fell out. It started a few years ago, shortly after I was diagnosed with Lupus, an 

autoimmune disease that often requires medication. It was after the first month^s worth of 

steroids that I noticed my hair was a bit thinner and frayed at the ends. In my quest to 

keep my hair looking full and shiny, I colored it and I curled it. I fluffed it and I pressed 

it. First I tried a reddish hue, thinking it would deepen the blue in my eyes. Feeling like a 

clown, I added a darker brown. Then, with my face looking pale and sort of ghoulish, I 

thought some nice platinum streaks would brighten my appearance. When my blonde 

highlights turned gray, and my brown lowlights turned green, I covered my hair with an 

even, natural golden brovra, which would have been fine if I had stopped there. But no, I 

decided now that although the color was okay, my hair was too flat and too straight. So I 

tried to give myself a body wave, which would have been fine, too, except I fell asleep 

and left the permanent solution on my over processed, thinning and weakened hair for a 

duration of about three times what was called for on the box. My hair looked like a Geri-

curl on a Caucasian. Plus, it had turned the color of my old brass bed. I could no longer 

push, pull or drag a comb through it. At this time, my ex-boyfriend - my very first 

boyfriend - pulled into town after not having seen me in 22 years. 

"You look exactly the same, " he lied, as we met and hugged at the local coffee 

shop. He did look exactly as I had remembered him, though. He looked seventeen (not 

forty!) but with longer hair, a thicker waist, and a few crow's feet framing his blue-green 

eyes. When we touched, it felt like home. When he looked at me, I felt giggly. 
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I wondered how it was possible to feel like this - to feel as if no time had passed between 

our last meeting, when I was a freshman in high school, and now. I was awestruck by the 

way it seemed our bodies remembered one another. I knew the scent of him. I knew the 

roughness of the palm of his hand. I felt a tug at my heartstrings; I found myself filled 

briefly with a profound longing. 

The French philosopher Jacque Lacan said the nature of desire springs from the 

human need to fill a hole in the self. We seek to fill ourselves with this new job, that new 

love, a new hairstyle, for example, not realizing that once we attain our heart's desire, we 

will no longer desire it. Maturity, then, is becoming aware of this paradox and 

consequently living for things beyond the self, beyond one's wishes. When a person 

worries more about things like integrity, honesty and the kindness of strangers than her 

own desires, she has achieved a certain amount of maturity, Lacan has said. 

The paradox is only the first problem with desire. The second and more important 

problem is that it is this endless chasing of our wants that leads us to make the biggest 

mistakes of our lives, or, as I tell my children, the "bad choices." A writer once told me 

that he thinks the mistakes people make are mostly intentional. "And those are what we 

have to v^ite about if we are really going to call ourselves writers," he said. 

So, I think I will write about damaging my hair as my Big Mistake, my quest for 

vanity as my biggest flaw. I envision a support group for people like me, "Hello, My 

name is Janet," I'll say. "I have chemically dependent hair." I'm impulsive and obsessive. 

Not a good combination. I think back to a PBS documentary I once saw where these 
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people had similar compulsions, not to change their hair but to remove their body parts. 

One girl swore she would be better adjusted without an arm; a man wanted surgeons to 

remove his lower leg. I find myself somehow understanding these peoples' desires and 

then I realize I am most likely completely insane. But what I really want, I know, is to 

understand why I can't stop wanting. 

The first inkling for change myself, to do something completely for vanity's sake, 

was to get a tattoo. It's common for rape survivors like myself to want tattoos, but I 

wasn't aware of this at the time. My therapist informed me later that bodily mutilation 

and even "self-cutting" is a way for people who have been emotionally injured to create a 

visible scar. Some people even take razor blades to their skin and etch scars in elaborate 

patterns, he said. It's a way of labeling oneself as having been abused - an outward 

symbol of an inward, invisible hurt. 

Marking my boundaries -- territories-- it's my body to do what I wish with. 

My first was a small tattoo consisting of two Chinese characters over my left 

breast in pastel inks. I got it when I turned thirty-two, the same year I finally told my 

husband that I had been raped six years prior. I remember sitting in that sweaty orange 

vinyl chair at the tattoo parlor and the apprentice staring hard at me as if he was trying to 

determine why a 30-something mother would want a tattoo in the first place. He had a 

goatee and a pierced eyebrow and his ears were all pointy and elf-like. His name was 

Eddie. He helped me pick out the symbols for "artist" and "writer" and I pointed to my 

left side because I am left-handed and somehow wanted to denote that. I didn't feel much 

58 



of anything during that first session. I was aware ofa few pinpricks, maybe, and nerve 

pops and a lot of blood and ink swirling together down my front and into my bra. I 

remember, too, feeling surprised that it all felt sort of sexual. I felt warm and alluring as 

this little elf marked me with indelible ink. 

When I came home with my .second tattoo, my young son cried, "Get that lizard 

off my momma!" This time I had chosen a "lizard king" a la Jim Morrison. I had just 

entered graduate school and felt as if I needed to celebrate this new era of my life. "I am 

the lizard king, I can do anything," I thought. But this tattoo - on my left ankle - hurt. It 

hurt so badly that the self-described artist yelled at me to keep still about twenty times in 

as many minutes. He suggested next time I smoke a joint first. When I recalled my 

therapist saying that "emotional numbing" - or being unable to feel anything physically 

or emotionally — also was a common characteristic of victims of abuse, I thought: Now 

that I can feel something, does this mean I am healed emotionally? 

My teen-age boyfriend didn't believe in God. He still doesn't, he says. He also 

doesn't believe in therapists. "Have you ever noticed that if you break it into two words, 

it becomes 'the rapist'?" he asks. 

Sometime later, I am talking to a girlfriend and tell her that I now sport tattoos. 

She says, "I'm sorry, did you say tattoos? As inpluralT Another friend asks me when I 

will be picking out the trailer. 
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On my thirty-seventh birthday last September, I felt the urge to have a third tattoo. 

I am still considering it, and I think I want a phoenix, something to symbolize that I have 

finally risen from the ashes of my former life, one filled with the pain of living 

disingenuously. I think I will put this one on my right side, just because I'm not right 

handed. But this is not you, my friends will say. You are not the type of person to get 

tattoos, to have affairs, to long for lost loves, to change your hair color, they may say. 

"I remember the first day of college at Texas A&M," Susan reminds me. "You 

got off the bus and had on this white linen dress and a matching hair bow. You swore that 

your parents didn't ever have sex! You were so ... I don't know. Wholesome."" When I 

had an affair, the same friends told me, "Stop that! Go back to being yourself." 

But this is me, I thought. This is who I want to be. Let me go, 

I figured out a while back that I didn't want to die and have people say, "She was 

a very nice, normal person." I decided it would be much better for people to know that I 

felt things passionately, even if it meant that I sometimes made inappropriate choices. 

Even if it meant that I would make a few of the Big Mistakes. 

I heard a woman once say that she had tried so long to keep from being seen as a 

sex object that now no one saw her at all. I feel that I've tried for so long to keep doing 

just as everyone expected that I lost myself somewhere along the way. I, too, have 

become invisible. I want to start over in my next life and prepare everyone. I will 

announce it early so that there will be no confiision over which Janet is the real Janet. 
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I will have sex at too young an age and I will like it. I will party too much in college and 

study too little and waste everyone's money and time. I will lose too much weight, and I 

will gossip and lie and drink dark beer in cavernous biker bars. I will have unsafe sex 

with strangers. I will get really fat. I will find God and lose Him and find him again and 

again. I will get married and go bankrupt trying to fertilize my barren body. I will have 

children and then forget them all over town, I will become ill and whiny and I will not 

throw my tissues in the trash or cover my mouth when I cough. I will double-dip. I will 

smoke pot and drop acid. I will go skinny-dipping and dance naked after midnight and 

have an affair with my boss. I will not go to bed on time. I will not be the early bird. I 

will not eat my veggies. I will not keep the tank fiill. I will not look on the bright side. I 

will not say my prayers. I w/7/jog without a bra on! Yes! I will get tattoos. Yes, I will 

change my God-given hair color five times in a row. And, yes, goddamnit, I will wear all-

black and go barefoot despite diabetes and play in the leaves and dance in the rain and 

cry in the moonlight! 

"Do you know me now? " I will ask my friends. I will ask my family, "Do you 

want to know me now.̂  " 

I notice that my ex-boyfriend is still talking to me. He wants to know if I still play 

the piano. I played for nine years, and he used to come over to my house for no other 

reason than to hear me play classical music. He would sit there in my family's parlor, he 

with his long hippie hair and ratty jeans, and fold his hands patiently in his lap and listen. 

For some reason, that piano playing became the one distinguishing characteristic for me-
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at-that-age. It meant to him that my upbringing was more "highbrow" than his. To him, I 

will always be that classy piano-playing girl, one of the Hollywood Park girls, one of the 

"nice" girls. 

I tell him I haven't played seriously in years. I tell him that I never really liked 

playing. 

The day is over now and my former love has gone back home to his wife of 

fifteen years and their three kids. I cry in the car alone once he's gone. I don't even know 

what I'm crying about. But I do know. I do. I'm crying because this guy, this high school 

drop-out, this ex-drug addict, this boy-man with whom I grew up, has turned out better 

than me, I think. He has no apparent conflicted feelings about his wife or about his life. 

He doesn't long for me or anyone else. He doesn't dream of returning to the past or of 

being wealthy or famous in the fixture. His desires are for his family, mostly, and not 

himself. 

Suddenly, I'm riddled with angst. I hate myself for my stupid, lusty thoughts. I 

hate myself for wanting to be thirteen again and childless and free to live simply for 

myself. I hate my hideous hair. I hate that I never wore bright colors around him. I hate 

that I never took risks when I had the chance, when I had the right to be selfish, when I 

didn't have adult responsibilities. Mostly, I hate that I have grown old without having 

grown up. 
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I go to the beauty shop to have my hair "super conditioned" thinking that at least 

maybe I can stop the breakage, slow the demise of my weakening locks. As I sit back 

down in the chair and as the towel is removed from my head, I feel too much air on the 

back of my neck. My head feels spotty and drafty. I open my eyes and watch the 

hairdresser stare in horror.at the towel she has just pulled from my head. She and I look at 

my hair - a good four inches of it - lying on the inside of the towel. 

Again, I go home crying. My family embraces me, and I think they deserve a 

purple heart for all they've been through. My daughter cries with me; my son says, "You 

are beautifial, but you smell like a lawnmower." My husband says, "It is only hair." And, 

"You are more than your hair." 

I practice saying, "I am more than my hair." 
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My Father, My Self 

My four year old fakes chest pains and my daughter can become truly ill at the 

mere mention ofa viral infection. I currently have a broken leg. Actually, it's my ankle 

and my foot, broken in two places, and I have torn tendons and ligaments in my ankle 

and knee. I fell down the. stairs at my mother-in-law's house on Christmas night. I was 

not drunk; I tend to be a bit ofa klutz is all. I mention this, though, because the other day, 

I noticed something odd. As I dropped my healthy and uninjured children off at school, 

they were both limping on their left leg. The sad fact of the matter is: My children are 

hypochondriacs. 

My father is an accountant by trade, but in his spare time, he has always tinkered 

with mechanical things. Nowadays, he tinkers with his body parts. The same father who 

once refiised to take me to the hospital for two weeks (as a child) because he was sure my 

broken ankle was a mere sprain, now insists on having his colonoscopy repeated because 

he is certain that the doctors have missed a section of his colon that is possibly riddled 

with cancer. In his later years, he has become a patriarchal hypochondriac. 

Not that I blame him or his distrust of medical doctors and cure-all drugs. He has 

reason to be worried: It took more than a dozen infections to prompt doctors to test his 

blood for prostate cancer, and when that test came back negative twice, it took my 

father's urging to convince them to do a biopsy, where, lo and behold, they found the 

cancer. Yes, my father, whom I don't recall ever taking a sick day in his life, who jogs or 

walks daily, meditates, eats mostly veggies and fish, was diagnosed two summers ago 

with prostate cancer. 
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Since then, he began taking a train to the outer reaches of Colorado accompanied 

by my grandmother to visit a holistic healer who apparently has the latest available 

allergy testing materials. My father also orders bars of silver from New Mexico and 

learned online how to make the natural antibiotic—colloidal silver—in his garage, which 

he pours in dark bottles and sends to his friends and family. His kitchen cabinets look like 

a vitamin shop. He goes to a chiropractor, a masseuse and an acupuncturist, and studies 

herbs and nutraceuticals on the Internet. 

The reason, though, that I understand him and his hypochondriac ways, probably 

has little to do wdth real empathy and more to do with the fact that I have been a 

hypochondriac myself most of my life. I, too, have good reason. 

For some odd reason, the genetic makeup of my family—at least on my father's 

side—defies the odds time and again by hiding rather common ailments from practioners' 

view. Things just don't show up in our blood, urine, or saliva, as they should. We rarely 

get fevers, our throats are never red, our lymph nodes don't swell, and our blood cell 

counts always just about normal. And when things do show up, it is always in the form of 

some unheard of disease that occurs in only "I percent of the population." 

"But you were always so healthy as a child," my mom reminds me. And I wonder 

if I was all that healthy or if we were just blissfully unaware of all that could be wrong 

with me, of these illnesses and syndromes lurking somewhere beyond the radar of my 

bodily fluids, beneath my skin and my bones. 

I cracked my head open twice as a child, both times requiring stitches and 

resulting only in light concussions. I'll never forget what it feels like to run off the back 

65 



of wet bleachers and fall-head first-to the pavement below. I heard the explosion 

inside my head before I felt anything, and then came a great sucking sensation as if I had 

become a pressure cooker with no outlet for the steam. I remember, too, seeing the 

oxygenated scarlet red of my blood mixing with the muddy, orange-red of the dirt next to 

the sidewalk by the ball field where I fell. I remember my father, who was pitching that 

game, and his baseball pals staring down at me and soppmg up the blood with a sweat-

soaked towel. My father, in his calm way, swooped me up one-handed and dropped me in 

the basket on the front of his bicycle to pedal me down the street to the emergency room. 

It was scary and thrilling and lovely in a strange way, at the end of the day, to be noticed 

and to be cared for so. It was not an experience I often had, being the middle-child, 

sandwiched in between my two brothers. That is one of the few times in my life that I can 

recall my mother and my father holding me in their arms on the couch, just sitting there. 

Holding me. 

The second time, I was nine years old and at Girl Scout camp. It was the first day, 

just after check-in, and I was sitting in my cabin on my unmade bed, talking to my best 

friend from down the street who ended up being in my same cabin. I remember that I was 

wearing lavender and white short set that had bunny rabbits on the front of it. ft was my 

favorite. Laura Lee told me a joke, and although I don't remember it now, it must have 

been hilarious because I laughed so hard I knocked myself silly on the cinderblock wall 

by my bed. As I was holding the back of my head and moaning, Laura Lee came over and 

said, "Let me see it." She peeled my hands from the back of my head and the blood shot 

forth onto her face and white T-shirt. She began screaming, and I was laughing again as 
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the counselors came running in to attend to Laura Lee. Once we cleared up the conftision 

and after 1 was taken via ambulance to the local hospital, the counselors asked me if I 

wanted to go home, 

"What, and give up all thisT I thought as 1 sat there eating ice cream and 

answering questions from dozens of curious admirers. 

Later, in high school, ,t was discovered that, like my father, I had allergies and 

had to take injections daily to ward off hay fever attacks. I broke my ankle twice in high 

school, too, and the doctors had to take numerous X-rays to find the broken bones. 

Toward my senior year, I had nothing diagnosable, but came down with "fainting spells" 

and "rapid heart beat," and I had an eating disorder that nobody said anything about. I 

was put on a heart monitor for several days, but no medical professional could ever find 

anything technically wrong with me. They wrote off my jumpy heart to anxiety and my 

numerous falls to my being a bit uncoordinated. I also started having a lot of aches and 

pains at this time, and although my family doctor suspected arthritis, I remember him 

telling me that I had the "personality type" of a person who would complain of phantom 

aches and pains. 

I didn't get my first menstrual period until I was nearly fourteen, and although my 

mother thought this was odd, I would have died before I let a doctor examine me in that 

way. My periods, also, were never regular, and my mom constantly was checking to 

make sure I wasn't pregnant. Sometime after college I developed a horrible pain in my 

gut that seemed to worsen during my period, which was again almost absent. Several 

doctors misdiagnosed it as simply pre-menstrual pain and sent me home with Motrin. 
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One day at work that week, though, I was trying to paste up the weekly newspaper I 

worked for and send it to Galveston for printing when I doubled over in pain and couldn't 

right myself I was taken by ambulance to an emergency room where doctors were 

convinced that I was experiencing ruptured fallopian tubes from an ectopic pregnancy. 

Although I insisted I had not had sex with anyone for at least a year, they poked and 

prodded and medicated me and finally admitted me to the hospital for exploratory 

surgery. Finally, during surgery, the doctors' discovered that my ovaries were covered 

with cysts and one of those cysts had escaped and settled in a fallopian tube, which 

mimicked a pregnancy and was causing the severe pain. The ovarian cysts that had 

ruptured also had leaked fluid that caused a massive pelvic infection that would most 

likely render me infertile, they said. 

I found out early in my marriage that it was true: I didn't ovulate and therefore 

could not get pregnant. My husband and I saw a fertility specialist who pumped me full 

of drugs to induce ovulation and suppress the bad hormones. My husband injected my hip 

nightly with a thick serum derived from the urine of Italian nuns that would help build up 

the lining in my uterus and prepare itself to carry a baby to term. Then, on the exact right 

day of the month, the doctor injected me with HCG, which would allow an egg to break 

free of whatever cyst was currently holding it hostage in my ovary. Next, I got to lie 

upside down with my feet in stirrups as the doctors threaded a tube into my "good" 

fallopian tube and deposited my husband's sperm. Then, I continued to lie upside dovm 

in a darkened room where I quietly prayed that it would "take". 
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My husband and I have always joked that at this point, that me and him and the doctors 

all lit a cigarette. 

We had been told that the success rate of intrauterine insemination was only about 

28 percent, so we were only mildly hopeful when we took our first pregnancy test a few 

weeks later The first time I was told that the blood test was negative, that I was most 

assuredly not pregnant. A few weeks later, however, suddenly I was very definitely 

pregnant (how they missed that in my blood I'll never know) but then my progesterone 

levels were so low tfiat I would most likely miscarry, the experts said. At eleven weeks 

gestation, with my husband at a conference in France, I started bleeding. I bled heavier 

than I had ever bled before. 

I called the doctor and she said, "All you can really do is put your feet up and 

pray." So I did, and the following Monday, I went to have a sonogram to find out whether 

our baby was alive or dead. 

I held my breath as they inserted a wand like inside of me to search for a heartbeat 

of my tiny peanut person. As they were working, and as I was trying to hold back tears, 

the doctor reminded me that it wasn't likely my child survived all of that blood loss. She 

reminded me that I had been told this would probably happen, and she reminded me that I 

would most likely have an easier time of it the next go-round. I shouldn't give up, she 

said. As she was speaking, though, I began to see a flicker on the monitor. On the screen 

before me was a tiny black butterfly, and it was beating. The doctor turned the volume up 

and, for the first time, I heard my baby's heartbeat. The doctor said this is what she lives 

for; the miracles. 
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When my daughter was a healthy three-year-old, and I was turning thirty-three, 

we decided to give pregnancy another go. We went to the same doctor and went through 

the same procedures, and one month later, we were back for our blood tests. This time, 

once again, the pregnancy test came back negative. 

"You are absolutely sure this time, right?" I asked the nurse. 

"Well, your HCG (pregnancy hormone) levels are only at 2.5. Anything under 5 

points is not considered a viable pregnancy." 

My husband and I went to Disney World, and two weeks later, still, no period. I 

went to the grocery store and bought three urine pregnancy tests. The first one was 

negative. The second one was negative. The third one was bright-pink positive. I called 

the doctor back. 

"I have no idea what that means," she told me. "You'd better come back in for 

another blood test. Stranger things have happened." 

So, back we went to the fertility doctor. Two more blood tests later, and we got 

the good news. 

"You are pregnant, and not just a little bit pregnant either," the nurse laughed into 

the phone. "I don't know what goes on with your body, but somehow you have a little 

fighter in there." And eight months or so later, my "statistically insignificant" pregnancy 

was born—a boy. 

But, pregnancy was only the beginning. Pregnancy ruined me. If I had begun to 

fall apart prior to having children, the rest of me went with the pregnancies. The first year 

after having my daughter, I was on antibiotics thirty-two times. I had postpartum 
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depression that prompted a few visits to a psychiatrist who prescribed anti-depressants 

and anti-anxiety medication, which I still take, so evidentially; I still have postpartum 

depression (and my daughter turned eight last month). During both pregnancies, I 

developed gestational diabetes, which has to do with the placenta (not the pancreas) not 

correctly metabolizing sugars. With my son's pregnancy, my diabetes was so out of 

control that I had to be hospitalized and give myself insulin injections up to eight times ; 

day in my stomach. Without having chocolate to fall back on to quell my cravings, 1 ate 

mostly Mexican food, and mostly guacamole. I also craved lobster, too, and when we 

traveled to my husband's hometown in Maine during my fifth month, I downed three 

lobsters a day on average. When we came home, I discovered that I had developed sever 

allergies to both shellfish and avocado, which apparently can happen if one overeats a 

particular food during pregnancy and if a person is prone to food allergies in the first 

place. The allergist pointed out that if I ever ate these two foods again, I could react with 

either asphyxiation or sudden death. 

When I was pregnant with my son, my daughter got chicken pox, an illness I had 

never had in my life (being such a healthy child and all) and was not inoculated against. 

The danger, though, was that my unborn child would contract it and then possibly be 

bom deaf or aufistic. So, I was given a $1,500 injection of immunogobulin to protect him 

from getting the virus inutero. 

During my first pregnancy, I had so-called false labor five times before the 

doctors decided my contractions were "real enough" to admit me. The first time, my 

husband was so excited that he drove the car up on the curb of the hospital and raced me 
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inside, panting. By the fifth time, my husband went to work and said, "Call me when it 

comes. 

I finally called him when I was in heavy labor for eight hours and my doctor said 

that the baby wasn't coming out on its own. 

"I think it's time to sharpen the knife," my doctor said in his best bedside 

sarcasm. 

My husband was there in time for the epidural, which was more painful than any 

of the labor I'd experienced up to that point and anything I would ever experience again. 

Apparently the epidural space in my back is narrow and I had grown an odd layer of fat 

on top of my spine that "happens sometimes" during pregnancy (but of course "rarely") 

that prevented the anesthesiologist from being able to easily find the right place to 

puncture my spinal column and insert the four-inch needle and tubing. 

"I'll just have to scrape the bone—each vertebrate—all the way up until I hit it," 

he said. This would be the equivalent to having your teeth drilled on, and upon finding a 

nerve, the doctor would continue to drill on the raw nerve. But instead of in your mouth, 

this is happening in your back, where all of the nerve endings and neuromuscular 

connections come together to enable you to walk and move your arms. Instead of a big 

drill and a tiny nerve, you have a big needle and a big bundle of nerves and fluid, which, 

by the way, if they allow leakage, you will end up with the worst headache of your life, 

which I did. Since I was sure that I would not survive this torture to see my unborn child 

grow up, I began trying to rip the needle and tubing out of the doctor's hands and out of 

my back. Because I wouldn't stop saying the "F" word, and spitting and kicking and 
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hitting, the nurse held both of my hands out from me and my husband was told to sit on 

my legs. 

Once the doctor finally managed to get the shot and tubing in the right place, and 

after I had thrown up once and fainted once or twice, it felt like someone had put a warm 

blanket on me and I could not feel a thing. Unfortunately, though, they overmedicated my 

spine and suddenly I couldn't feel my lungs; I couldn't breathe. Although the doctors and 

nurses were finally able to calm me down, sit me up and talk me through this feeling, (yet 

another version of that "not-painful-just-uncomfortable" feeling doctors so famously dish 

about) and although I was finally able to breathe again and actually enjoy the birth of my 

first child, I will always have great empathy for people who are paralyzed from the neck 

down. That "trapped in your body" feeling is horrifying. 

So the second time around, I had planned my C-section and I had planned on 

being completely put to sleep so that I wouldn't have to suffer through another epidural-

torture. But this time, I was much more ill than with the first pregnancy. Also, I began 

having pre-term labor (which is like false labor but you actually start dilating so you think 

you will actually get to have the baby sooner than you planned, although you don't if 

anyone can help it). The treatment for pre-term labor is magnesium, a drug that 

unfortunately raises the levels of glucose in diabetic patients, which calls for more insulin 

to reduce the sugars, which then brings on - you guessed it - pre-term labor. I stayed in 

the hospital from my sixth month on. I was depressed, but I remembered something a 

therapist had told me once - "Sometimes depression is an appropriate response to the 

situation, and it doesn't require medication." 
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One night, I was moved to a labor and delivery room because my contractions had 

intensified and the doctors wanted to strap me up to the monitors. I had a morphine drip 

and labor-stalling drugs in one arm, and something to lower my blood pressure and raise 

my insulin levels in the other. I was slipping in and out of consciousness with each 

contraction, and having nothing else to do, I noticed that a woman was in labor in the 

next room. The monitors that hung from the ceiling had room numbers by them, so from 

any room you could check the progress of anyone else in labor, too. For the next few 

hours, my excitement grew along with that of the anonymous woman who was about to 

give birth. Finally, after a long, horror show scream, I heard the doctor announce that it 

was a boy -just like my baby. But then, in that floating space of air and sound where I 

should have heard a baby cry, I realized I only heard absolute silence. A few moments 

later, I heard the mother whimper. A nurse came flying in my room asking if I'd seen the 

priest. I asked her what had happened, and she told me: The baby next door was born 

dead. The woman had gone into early labor, too early to save the baby. She had been only 

26 weeks pregnant - only one week earlier than I was at that point. 

"You'd better do whatever it takes to keep your baby in there longer," the nurse 

said to me on her way out the door. "I would hate to deliver two dead babies in one 

night." 

I began to cry hysterically at that point, and when the nurses couldn't calm me, 

they called for a psychiatric consult. When the psychiatrist arrived a few hours later, I 

was still crying. She wanted to know what was wrong, and I told her I was afraid my 

baby would not make it. 

74 



"But you are hysterical," she said. "You need to calm down. Let me go get you 

some medication." 

I stopped crying and looked at her and deadpanned, "Under the circumstances, I 

think hysteria is a completely appropriate reaction. More morphine will do me fine, 

thanks." 

By my 34'" week of pregnancy, when it was determined that my blood pressure 

and blood sugars were getting too hard to control without risk to the baby, the 

perinatologists that I now had on my antepartum team decided to give me an 

amniocentesis as a risk assessment test for the baby's lung maturity. If the baby's lungs 

were ready to breathe on their own, then they would deliver my baby prematurely. 

This was when I discovered that having perinatologists—rather than plain old 

obstetricians—meant that my labor and delivery would take on a completely different air. 

They are operating, after all, from a different perspective: They are there to make sure the 

baby survives. I realized this once I was strapped to the operating table and as I was 

screaming that I could feel the knife cutting into me and that I couldn't breathe, and the 

doctors shouted back in unison, "You'll be fine... it's the baby we have to worry about 

now." 

I also had developed something called "hydroamniosis" at this time, which meant 

I had three times the normal amount of amniotic fluid, which meant the baby was 

retarded or it could mean absolutely nothing. So, as they inserted a six-inch long needle 

through my belly button (yes, I had to be awake because I had to be completely still) I 

watched on the monitor to make sure they didn't poke my baby, and they withdrew 
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several liters of ,he fluid. The „ex, day,, found ou. ,ha, ,w„ „u. of ,he .l^ee tests for lung 

maturity came back positive. There was sttll no word on whether or not my baby would 

be of "normal" intelltgence. ,„ fact the one doctor whom I'll jus, refer to as "doctor-

bitch" said. "Your baby won't only be retarded but will be dead if you don', stop going 

into labor so early." 

The C-section was scheduled for the next Tuesday, but the doctors warned me 

that I could not have a general anesthetic, as the baby might not survive the lung-

depressing drugs. I would have the choice of an epidural or a spinal, but I would have to 

be awake for the delivery. These are essentially the same thing, but the epidural tubing is 

threaded into your spine and a constant flow of medicine is injected. The spinal is a one-

shot deal, I chose the spinal. 

As it turns out, the spinal was not any better or any less painful—just the 

traumatic period of panic that ensued ended more quickly than the first time because the 

anesthesiologist doused me with amnesiacs and other heavy sedatives and pain meds so 

that I did not wake up for nearly two days. I have no memory of seeing my baby boy 

bom, and apparently, I did not begin breathing normally or have a stabilizing blood 

pressure reading for months afterward. 

Since I've given birth to my two precious children, I have been diagnosed with 

insulin dependent diabetes, non-insulin dependent diabetes, lupus, psoriasis, gastritis, 

diverticulitis, restless leg syndrome, sleep apnea, depression, anxiety, migraines, 

tachycardia, fibramyalgia, osteoarthritis, gallstones, endometriosis, cycstic ovaries. 
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ulcers, a hernia, cataracts, glaucoma, exospheria, asthma and obesity. I've been told that 

my liver looks like that of an eighty-year-old alcoholic, and that I must have had hepatitis 

somewhere in my past. I took Phen-Fen, so now I have to constantly have my heart and 

lungs monitored. I've had two severe allergic reactions and had to be hospitalized until I 

could breathe normally. I've had my gallbladder removed, a hysteroscopy, an abdominal 

hysterectomy, a hernia repair, a colonoscopy and upper endoscopies. I've had arterial 

blood gasses drawn and I've been hospitalized for pemicious anemia. I've had to sleep 

with an oxygen mask on. I've taken as many as twenty pills a day trying to treat one 

illness caused by one pill that takes care of another illness and so on. I've had a medical 

team of at least a dozen specialists all trying to fix me, test me, medicate me and operate 

on me. 

It was about this time last year when I finally thought, "Enough. " If they haven't 

gotten it out by now, then it's too late. I mean, at least I've never had anything fatal, or at 

least not immediately so. I've never had cancer or heart disease. Most of the time, I have 

had illnesses or syndromes that range from mildly uncomfortable to seriously painfiil, but 

nothing that would kill me. So I started thinking that just maybe the more doctors a 

person visits, the more diseases and disorders they will find. I started thinking that just 

maybe, the more medicine I take, the more syndromes it creates. I started thinking that 

maybe two-thirds of my bodily problems were caused by self-fulfilling prophecies. I 

didn't want to be ill, for sure. But in my quest to know if anything was really wrong with 

me, I just might have had doctors find something wrong so that they could fill in that 
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blank under "diagnosis." What I've discovered is that there are very few medical doctors 

willing to say that you are perfectly okay, or even that you are mildly healthy. 

I've also come to find out that health conscious and hypochondriac are close 

cousins. I'm more in tune with my body than the average person, as is my father. My 

father had his cancer removed surgically and has remained cancer-free for the past two 

years, and since takes a more practical approach to maintaining good health. He still 

exercises and eats right; he still takes his vitamins and goes to church. But beyond that, I 

think he's much less ofa holistic guru than in the past. He's come full circle with his 

hypochondria, as I have. 

I met a girl at a bookstore the other day who was young, pretty and overweight, 

but otherwise looked completely healthy. She listed for me every ailment that had ever 

afflicted her, her doctors, her surgeries and various syndromes she thought she had. She 

insisted, too, that I might have the same things and that maybe I should run to the nearest 

hospital and check myself in. Ten years ago, I would have done just that. Ten years ago, I 

was this girl. 

She says her main problem is ovarian cysts. I suspect it's something much less 

physical and much more psychological. Maybe she was hurt in some way in life and is 

crying out for attention. Maybe she feels the need to be loved or cared for. Perhaps she 

just doesn't feel comfortable in her own skin and needs some assurance that she is truly 

okay. I realized, though, that I wasn't the person who could help her. I thanked her for 

sharing and wished her well and went on my way. 
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Later, I dropped down to one family doctor who treats all of us. 1 also cut back to 

three pills a day - the ones I'm sure I need to remain alive and well. I also realized that I 

needed to do what I could so as not to pass on this hypochondria gene to my children. 

So now I try to not make a big deal out of anything that comes along. My daughter has 

had stitches in her face twice and in between her toes once. She has trouble settling down 

in school and has hormonal bouts from time-to-time. My son has had a mole removed 

and has had strep throat five times. He may need his tonsils out; he may have allergies 

and asthma. But for the most part, I kiss their booboos and they kiss mine. And for the 

first fime, I think we are going to survive. All of us. My father, my family and myself 
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Listen 

I am driving down a mostly deserted road, peering above the steering wheel at the 

dusk-swept horizon. The indigo clouds seem to mound in waves across the sky just 

beyond where the thread of silver moon begins to rise. The road is clear because in this 

town on Sundays the people run for their homes at the first sign of nightfall. They shut 

blinds, lock doors and turn in, fearing the wrath of God lest they not rest on Sunday. 

I'm not one of them, not anymore. I'm out in the middle of it, the edge of night, and I 

drive and watch the brilliance above and seek out a lone star in the shrouded heavens— 

not to wish on it but to admire its sheer radiance. I roll down my window as I drive, eyes 

on that rising star, and I listen to the sky. 

Although the road is empty and still, the sky is changing by the second. The 

clouds are running away from that last wisp of daylight; the horizon is quickly deepening 

fi-om pink to amber to bronze. I find myself thinking how amazing it is that life, like the 

colors ofa sunset, can change so seamlessly. 

If a person is alone when something happens, is there any way to be sure that 

something actually happened? And what if that person is alone - with a three-year-old 

boy - when that something happens? Does it count? 

I was lying on the couch with my little boy, watching cartoons on a Saturday 

afternoon and brooding over the fact that I had to "baby-sit" rather than go shopping or to 

a movie. He had just turned toward me and plopped his thumb in his mouth; his eyes 

were lilting. I pushed a tuft of white-blonde hair from his brow and slowly feh my ovm 

lids begin to droop. Before I was able to register the thought of it, I realized we were 
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staring wide-eyed at one another, and I felt the crevice of something very deep and wrong 

nearby. Then, a noise - a roaring - so loud we had to cover our ears, had descended upon 

us. Neither of us spoke. I pictured low-flying planes, crop dusters with biological bombs, 

a freight train coming ever closer toward our home. I thought of the aftermath, what it 

would be like to be on TV, to try and describe this sound, this hugely terror-inspiring, 

vacuum-sucking, reverberating boom. For a brief second I considered that I might not be 

alive for the after-disaster whoopla. And then I prayed if my son didn't make it, I 

wouldn't either. 

Instinctually, I knew I should gather my child and run for the back of the house, a 

closet or bathroom. I smirked at the irony of it all. My husband, an atmospheric scienfist 

- a tornado expert - would come home to find his "disaster savvy" family dead. I had 

decided, too, while holding my ears, still staring and seeking answers from a three-year-

old, that it must be a tornado. We had chased them for the fun of it; now they were 

chasing us. The first thing tornado survivors seem to say is that the storm "sounded like a 

freight train," although I'm pretty sure most of them have no idea what a freight train 

actually sounds like. I know I don't. The thing missing, too, was the noise didn't seem to 

be coming or going. Like with an airplane fly-over, there is a definite approach and then 

retreat. And if it was a tornado, airplane, or bomb - anything imaginable - why had it not 

yet hitl Instead the sound, the thing, seemed to hover. It gathered strength and grew. The 

house swayed. I pressed my body hard on my baby, pushing his back into the sofa 

cushions, still keeping my eyes on his. At the point of crescendo, as I was wondering 
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what It would feel like to have my limbs torn from my body, or if I would feel anything if 

we were to become airborne or then impaled by flying debris, it stopped, ft just stopped. 

Perfect golden silence. 

My baby sat up and clapped his hands. I rolled off the couch, found my legs and 

stumbled toward the front door. I opened it and ran out, expecting to see ambulances, fire 

engines, and burning fuselage, smoke plumes, and uprooted trees. Instead, I saw a stray 

kitten crossing the street. 1 saw my neighbor walk out, look up, and then pick up his 

newspaper gingerly and go back inside the house. A lamp three yards down was 

precariously bent, but the crushed Diet Coke can that lay by the bush in our driveway was 

still in place. I noticed the sign across the street on the church that always read "Come 

Worship With Us!- now simply said, "Listen!" So I listened. The air was quiet. The 

colors of the season that always had seemed so odd, so unharmonious, now blended and 

shone. The brick reds and lime greens, that eggplant-colored bush. They all seemed to 

have been orchestrated to fit in our yard, in that moment. A raindrop fell and landed on 

my right eyelid. I blinked it off and went back inside. I gathered my child on my lap and 

pretended to watch cartoons while I secretly gave thanks a hundred times for the warm 

beat of his heart and the return of normalcy and calm. 

He looked at me with his over-sized royal blue eyes and asked, "A dragon and a 

tornado. Mommy? They were dancing on the roof?" We laughed and for the first time in 

years, I felt completely centered. A couple of hours later, my husband and daughter 

returned home from their weekend outing. I didn't say anything for at least an hour. It 

wasn't that I was worried that I wouldn't be believed. I was still just listening, waiting to 
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see if there was more. When I did tell him, I did so carefully. 1 knew that by telling it, my 

husband would either discount the experience as frivolous or become unnecessarily 

concerned about my ability to survive in the world. 

Instead, he checked all of his radar equipment and assured me that no tornadoes 

had been reported in the area, although there had been a slight storm. I tried to describe 

the noise and failed completely. Glancing at my baby, I finally relayed exactly what had 

happened. "It sounded like a dragon and a tornado, right, babe?" My baby giggled; my 

husband rolled his eyes. 

Later that night we were watching the news, only half listening to the travails of 

the day, when we heard it. The "Leonids" were expected to be falling. A meteor shower 

(from the constellation Leo) that occurs annually was expected to continue for another 

day or so. Very rarely, it was reported, do meteors fall off-course, speeding toward our 

inner atmosphere, and as they burn out, they create a sonic boom - a huge noise that 

makes those encapsulated by it feel as if they are in a vacuum. It is a sucking, roaring, 

white noise, they said. Even a meteorite the size ofa basketball can make a sound like a 

building exploding. If a person is lucky - or unlucky - a meteor of that magnitude can 

crash burning into the Earth, on top ofa house, injuring or killing the occupants inside. 

Most of the time, though, the meteorites burn out in the sky and everything becomes 

silent immediately. 

My son and I now share a new bedtime story. We tell about the day the dragon 

and the tornado waltzed on our rooftop. They made such a ruckus that we couldn't take 

our afternoon nap. They kicked up dirt, bent a lamppost, and even changed the church 
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Sign in order to get our attention. The dragon curtseyed to the tornado; the tornado spun 

the grand beast on its toes. We waited, silently beneath their performance for an awful 

fate to befall us, never thinking for a second that all that was required was that we pay 

attention, and that we listen to the wonder of it all. 
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Knowing Better 

Dr. Phil says we teach people how to treat us. 

Oprah says when we know better we do better. 

After I was raped at 26, my parents moved me home. After a few weeks, my 

mother talked me into seeing a grief counselor to help me work through my "issues." Peg 

was incredibly helpful, but for some reason, I had no memory of the rape. We talked 

about the stages of grief—shock, denial, anger, bargaining and acceptance—and about 

how I was still in the denial stage. One day, she decided that we should try hypnosis, to 

get to the bottom of it all, to find out what really happened the day I was raped. 

The first two times she tried to hypnotize me, as she walked me sleepily back through my 

past, I became so dizzy and disoriented that I woke up nauseous before I could tell her 

what had happened. The third time, as they say, worked like a charm. Except instead of 

telling her about my rape at 26,1 was describing an event that took place when I was 13. 

Except instead of describing a rapist who held me at gunpoint, I was describing a guy 

with whom I was in love. I had told her about John, my first boyfriend, my first love, and 

I told her about us having had sex for the first time. 

She didn't have to explain to me the significance of this moment—^the moment 

when I was supposed to be describing a rape. 

"It wasn't your fault," she said once I came to. "You were young and curious and 

in love ... but for him ... it's a different story. Why would a 17 or 18-year-old man force 

himself on a 13-year-old girl? You were a child. And I'm willing to bet, that ever since 

that point, you have let people violate you in every single avenue of your life. I'm 
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thinking that until you accept that this was not your fault-until you accept that you were 

not a willing participant-people will violate you forever. The definition of rape is when 

the woman says "no" and the violation continues. You, though, didn't know how to say 

no. You didn't know the option existed. You were, in essence, raped, and it's like you 

have been raped your whole adult life," she said. 

I received an email yesterday from John. Turns out, I didn't make such a good 

impression. 

"The sight of you disgusted me, " he wrote, "Hell, girl, you went to shit!" 

My mother is enraged. "The nerve!" she says. "I always knew that guy was scum!" He 

also said I was a whiny, self-centered, pain-in-the-ass, something I don't actually 

disagree with. But I wonder who he thought he'd find at the end of his rainbow-colored 

dreams? Did he think I would still be thirteen? Thin? Innocent? 

"Always beware ofa man wanting to 'reconnect' with his past," my mother had warned 

me. He is looking for something that is not there; he is looking for something missing in 

his life, she told me. I think this is true, at least I think that he must be an angry person to 

be so offended by my simply having grown older—by my mere existence—^that he felt it 

necessary to say such horrible, judgmental things. 

I think about my momentary lapse of clarity when I felt something sort of like 

longing for this man, and I remember how I thought that perhaps he had fared better in 

life than I had, and I see now how completely delusional I was. 
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When I met him, his sole claim to fame was that he had been kicked out of high 

school for fighting. He remained a high school drop out and drug addict for the better part 

of his life, until he enlisted in the Navy, where, after a few years, was dishonorable 

discharged for reasons unknown. Then, although he married and had three children, he 

continued to cheat on his wife and to visit women he met online. At one point in 1993, 

right after my wedding, he called my father in San Antonio to try and locate me. My 

father, always the wise one, told him he had "no idea" where I was living these days. 

John finally tracked me down in Lubbock (from the newspaper wedding announcement) 

and called. My husband answered, and when he told me "John called" when I came home 

from work that day, I felt a chill go up my spine. He called back later that night, and the 

enfire time I was talking to him, my father's voice rang in the recesses of my mind, 

"Never take him back Have pride in yourself " 

At that time, at least, I remember thinking, "What a loser!" And I didn't talk to him 

again, at least not until this last visit when I opened up my life for a few hours one day 

and let him see me again. 

When we know better, we do better, I think. And I know I'm not there yet. 

Some bad things have happened to me, this is certain. But how many of those 

things happened because I allowed them to? Time and again, when I look back over the 

course of my life, I see events that happened because I let them happen. I was raped at 26 

because I let a guy in my apartment simply because I thought it would be rude to say 

"no." Numerous men took advantage of me after that because I let myself believe that sex 

was the same thing as love and acceptance, and mostly because I didn't know where to 
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draw the line. I dated drug-dealers and abusers. I went out with anyone who would have 

me. I dated guys who were married, who had other girlfriends, who beat their kids, who 

beat their wives. One time I went out with a guy, and as we were in the car driving to a 

restaurant for dinner, he asked me: "So, are we going to have sex? Or should I not spend 

the money on dinner?" 

And even recently, in graduate school, I befriended a woman who had a rich 

fantasy life. My husband warned me that she might be trouble that she wasn't "grounded" 

and that something about her seemed "off" This woman, who was married to a preacher, 

told me grand stories about her sexual escapades with other graduate students. Then she 

got mad at me one day because I wouldn't leave a casino with her, when, she said, the 

"Holy Spirit says we need to go now.'' 

Then, she told a whopper ofa lie. She told people that I said I had a sexual 

relationship with a respected professor and that I was claiming this was sexual 

harassment. The truth is, I was a friend to this man, and I greatly and deeply admired 

him. The truth is, she was jealous of that friendship, and she wanted to hurt me. The sad 

fact of the matter is, she knew I would never do anything to "right" this wrong. She knew 

that I would claim my comfortable role of the victim. 

How do you know it's the truth? If it hurts... We teach people how to treat us. 

The day after my release from the hospital after an abdominal hysterectomy, I was called 

into the office of the English Department. My mother was in town taking care of me and 

had to drive me up to the office and help me walk to the meeting. 
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^̂ A concerned graduate student tells us that you say you are being sexually 

harassed by a professor," the department chairs told me. 

"No, I am not!" I insisted. The pain medicine was making my head fuzzy; my 

mind was slogging through wet cotton. "Who said that?" 

"We can't tell you who, but we took her concerns to heart and we've already 

spoken with this professor who tells us that you have acted inappropriately around him, 

too. He's the professor, but you are much older than him. Maybe you harassed him?" 

^̂ We are friends," I tell them. "He was my advisor. We talked about life..." 

"Did he ever touch you?" they ask me, leaning forward, pens poised to make their 

report. 

I try and think. Did he ever touch me? Inappropriately? What is inappropriate 

where a friend is concerned? 

"He might have touched me on the leg once or twice, but it was nothing," I say, 

stammering, not realizing that we have now veered way off course. 

The powers-that-be start scribbling fiiriously. 

"We need to ask that you never have fiirther contact with this professor. We need 

to know if you are going to seek legal action. He has asked that you never speak to him 

again. Are you ever going to speak to him again?" 

When we know better we do better. 

The next semester, I realize that no one is talking to me. Everyone, apparently, 

has heard. I am not allowed to take the one writer's workshop I have waited my entire 
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graduate career to take. I am taken off of the literary magazine staff I am not allowed to 

teach. I spend a lot of time by myself 

Still, I don't tell anyone what happened; I don't try and explain. I'm advised that 

"talking about it" will only worsen things. That no one will believe my side of it anyway. 

I don't want to hurt this student, this woman who seemingly ruined my life. And I don't 

want to bother the professor who now believes this other student, who thinks I tried to 

ruin his life and his career. I feel deflated. I can't fight the system. I feel as if I have been 

fighting my whole life up till now. 

I pracfice being still. I practice knowing that God is near. I remember what my 

mother always said about "living well is the best revenge." I think that just maybe this 

time, this was my fault. I retrace my steps over the whole last year, searching for the 

point at which things fell apart. I worry about all the people that don't like me. I don't 

like myself, I think, so why should people like me? I tell my husband what happened. He 

hugs me first, and then says, "Well, you know, sweetie—you are not the best at the whole 

boundary thing." 

I wonder how I ever ended up with such a good and soulfiil man. I am grateful for 

the one time in my life when I said, "yes" because I didn't know how to say "no." The 

time when he asked me to marry him. 

I go back into therapy, and I realize all my life's choices have been delineated by 

two polarizing teams: the therapists and the rapists. I realize, too, that I'm getting closer 

to "knowing better." 
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I replay the ex-boyfriend visit again in slow motion, and I finally start to see 

things clearly for the first time. At first sight, yes, I recognized him, but just barely. Then 

I noticed the wiinkles that lined his face; he looked tired and old and he looked like he 

had had a hard life. 

"I've been in rehab for cocaine addiction six times," he admitted, as he drummed 

the table with his fingers repeatedly. "It ain't no big deal." 

He works now for a water treatment plant, he says, a mindless, endless, tedious 

job. "I work with a bunch of niggers," he says, and I think I can't believe I liked - let 

alone loved - someone who would use both the words "ain't" and "niggers" in every day 

speech. He wears glasses and his eyes are jumpy, too. A baseball cap hides his long hair, 

which is thinning at the top. When he walked to his car, I noticed how short he was, and 

how stumpy his legs looked with his cowboy boot toes pointing upward. He looked like a 

troll, is all I could think. A troll with a past, a bad attitude, a life barely worth living. He 

was a living, breathing, pathetic piece of shit. 

He has blonde hair like my husband. The similarities, however, end there. 

There is a crack that forms distorted images through my windshield. It reminds 

me of a boyfriend I once had—one of the three great loves of my life—just after college. 

He drove a beat up Z-28 that he called his baby. It had the same-shaped crack that I used 

to look through, as we'd race through the streets of Houston on our Sunday afternoon 

dates. But today, driving dovra the usual road home, through this crack I see an old 

couple, parting at the door of their clapboard house, just to the left, on an unnamed road. 
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A woman, not old but young-old, wearing an apron, touches a hand to her blue-tinted 

head, smiling and nodding and then waving to her suitor, the one who is leaving. Time 

slows to a halt as I pass. The old man, not young-old but old-old, steps off the wooden, 

painted porch, a slip ofa man, a shadow, tall, thin, and stooped. He doesn't look back. 

My last sight of him is of his paper-thin, pea-green, shirt. The sleeves fall just past his 

wrists, his backbone is almost visible through the worn fabric that puffs up in the breeze. 

The free above him casts a shadow and plays with the shapes on his shirt. 

I find myself wondering if, towards the end of my life, I will be that woman with an old 

man of my own, if that will be the story of my life, the story of us. 

My husband has a Ph.D. in atmospheric science, has taught at a major university 

for the past five years and is about to embark on a new career in scientific research for a 

company in Boston. My husband is good-natured and good-looking, and has never done 

anything but try and love me. ft's such a cliche, I know, but he's smart, he's funny and 

he's such a good father. 

I met Tim two weeks after I had moved to Lubbock to work for the daily 

newspaper. A friend arranged for us to go out with some graduate students whom she 

called the "weather guys". I remember walking into Midnight Rodeo that night twelve 

years ago and seeing him, a Yankee in country western bar, and the attraction was 

immediate. We went out every night after that, and three months later, he proposed. I 

thought, though, that it was just a hypothetical question, such as "Should we get married, 

someday?" He was serious, though. I asked him how he could be so sure, how he could 
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make things seem so simple, and he said, "Why not^ Aren't vn. . . 
' ^ "°^ • ̂ ^^^ t you supposed to fall in love 

and get married? Isn't that how things are supposed to happen?" 

our friends and family sUl, talk about as being one of the best parties they'd ever 

attended. We honeymooned at a resort in Playa Del Carmen, Mexico, and were pregnant 

with our first child by our first anniversary. Everything was picture-perfect. Everything 

went pretty much according to plan until our daughter was two. When you have children, 

two things happen: One, your life becomes all about the child, and you forget that there 

was a marriage m the beginning of all of this, and two, unless there is a great effort to the 

confrary, the relafionship you once had becomes something else, something less-than, 

something lacking passion and romance and spontaneity. 

I had returned to work at this time. I was working in public relations for the same 

university that my husband taught at and I began spending more and more time at my 

office and less time at home. One day, I realized as I was sitting on the couch one night 

after dinner, that I had no idea who the man was sitting across from me. We had become 

strangers. And, at the same time, there was a man in my office who was paying a lot of 

attention to me. We would drink our morning coffee together, laugh at Dilbert jokes, and 

plan our careers. My husband, I began to believe, was Dilbert, or at least he was the brunt 

of our jokes. 

Michael, who technically was my boss, had also become my confidant, my best 

friend. So it was a natural progression of things when one summer day we took a walk 

around campus and he took my hand in his. We felt as if we were soul mates and that by 
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some cosmic disaster we had met each other too late in life. He was mairied, too, and his 

wife was pregnant with their fourth child. Our mostly emotional affair lasted a total of 

eight days before his wife intercepted some electronic love letters and called my husband 

to tell him what was going on. 

I went home and immediately confessed to our love affair. I told him not to 

worry, that I would take our daughter and go and that my husband (whom I honestly 

thought didn't care if I left or not) could go about his life without us, 

"What makes you think I would let you have her?" he asked, looking at me, tears 

streaming dovm his face. 

That night, I met Michael at a friend's house so that we could plan our great 

escape. I called my dad at 1 a.m. and told him I was in love with another man. I told him 

I wanted to run away with this man. 

"What if I made a mistake marrying Tim?" I asked him. 

"What if you didn't?" my father answered. 

Michael's wife called at that point and said she would kill her own children before 

she let her husband—or me— ĥave them. 

I remembered something I read once in a self-help book about how when people 

decide to become parents, they lose the right to be selfish. I tell Michael that no matter 

how much I love him or how much he thinks he loves me, we must do the right thing. If 

our marriages are going to end, I tell him, so be it. "But don't let this be the reason," I 

say. "Our kids need us." 

So, with wet eyes and bent smiles, we said goodbye. 
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The next day, my husband and I go to our Methodist preacher for help. 

I tell him I had an affair with my boss, and that I am afraid the feelings I have for this 

other man won't ever fade. I tell him I'm afraid I can't recommit to the mairiage. 

"What are you afraid of?" the preacher asks. "Is there something you are keeping from 

your husband, something that you feel would make him not love you?" 

And then, for the first time, it falls from my mouth like rotten teeth. 

"I was raped at gunpoint when I lived in Galveston," I say. "I almost died, and I bled, and 

it hurt, and I will never be anything other than a whore. I was afraid if you found out, you 

wouldn't want me anymore. I'm not a normal person." 

My husband begins to cry. He gets down on his knees before me and grasps my 

hands. "I love you and you are not a whore," he says. "I don't know how someone who 

has been through what you have been through could even be half-way normal." 

The preacher tells us both: "Remember the heights to which you have fallen; 

repent and return home." 

I have a good friend who had back surgery recently and had to lie in bed for 

nearly a year while her husband cooked and cleaned for her and took care of their young 

daughter. She says her mother started giving her husband these elaborate gifts to fry and 

entice him to stay married to her. My friend, though, says she is burnt out on married life. 

She is tired of mandatory sex on Fridays, of compromise, of passionless TV dinners. She 

(jokingly) says she would love to have an affair if only someone would have her. 
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I know how she feels, that loneine—to fep\ ̂  fcU u , ^ 
onging to teel a fall breeze on the first day of school and 

for once not to feel that clawing, clinging, beckoning of little children and their constant 

needs. I think what it would be like to only have myself to clean up after again. I wonder 

how different my life would be if I could go see a movie, alone, without worrying about 

leaving someone out. For just a moment, I want to feel that sheer unabashed passion, a 

great thirst for life or a great fear of the unknown, unplanned events of my life. 

Then I friink: at least my friend still has hair. I realize, too, that the rest of mine could go 

at any minute. I pull on the wig I bought to cover the tufts of orange-red hair that are left 

on my head and think again about the generous and good man who has married me. And I 

know that fleeting passion is not what I really want. I know that wanting another man in 

my life is like wanting another hairstyle. Another hair color. And I know that having hair 

at all is better than not. 

And I realize, too, my youth may be waning but my life isn't over. And I know 

this: the feeling I seek is the same feeling I had that summer night when my husband held 

my face in his hands and kissed me and said "I do." 

ft's the same way I felt when I first held my daughter and then my son. When my 

son was first brought to me in the hospital, I kissed his eyelids, his button nose, his chin; I 

smelled the top of his head and felt the fuzz on his shoulders, I sucked his big toe and 

watched him gurgle and bubble and finally smile. I remember the surprise at the fact that 

I had given birth to a real human baby when my daughter was pulled from the incision in 

my belly and screamed and screamed and was covered in blood and was the most 

96 



rolled our A.-bo™. i„cuba.„r pas. .He window wl.h ,he sunse. si.,i„g atop .he open 

*e ER a. .he same exac. .tae of day. ,he same .tae of day .00 .ha. we were mamed 

omdoors on a Texas raneh. Jus. I,ke a perfec, sunse.. Enrap.ure. Pure love, Sheerjoy. 

True love, after all, has .0 be when your husband can look you square in d,e faee - .he 

face .ha. is in ,he n îddle of your bald head ^ and say .ha, he loves you. and say ,ha, you 

are beautiful. 

We teach people how to treat us. When we know better, we do better. 

Isn't friat what love is anyway? Someone holding a mirror to you and saying, 

"See? Look how great you are!" 

I realize I don't need, John, the First Love, and the first man to capttire my heart, 

then to break my heart and help define me. For that matter, I don't need any one or any 

thing else. The girl then and the woman now are one in the same. I've found her. I found 

the fence line so that I can define a life so spectacular it makes angels cry. I'm beautiftil. 

Reflecfrve. Most of all, I'm here. 
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