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To Kim, always, for my life.

Also for my sister,
who tirelessly pounds the streets in Provincetown,
harassing all the ladies to buy her sister’s books.


One

The Long Haul Wasn’t Designed for a U-Haul

My sister’s voice always went through my head anytime I saw a fortune cookie, and I heard it now as I ate a stale one from the takeout scraps in my cupboard. “See, a vagina!” My sister Lisa saw vaginas everywhere she went. If she had been in my kitchen, she would have broken the fortune cookie in half, turned the triangle-shaped cookie wide end up, shoved it in my face and said, “See, a vagina!” I knew this too: no matter the mood I was in, she could crack me up.

Other vagina sightings ranged from the obvious flowers to a more obscure list that included: puffed rice cereal, pre-sliced hot dog buns, the Toyota logo, a Dorito, tacos, and several varieties of shellfish. When we were kids, she would trap a long, wide blade of grass vertically between her thumbs so she could blow into it to make a whistle, then at some point she should shove her spitty fingers into my face and say, “See, a vagina!”

Lisa always spotted the vaginas before I did—and she said this was my biggest problem. Sure, I could see the resemblance in a fortune cookie, but I maintained that the blade-of-grass-between-two-thumbs-whistle was stretching it just a bit. With my sister around, there was simply no way to hide a vagina, except maybe with her favorite pair of extra-large camouflage boxer shorts.

While Lisa chose camouflage as a fashion statement, there was never anything camouflaged about her preference for the fairer sex. My sister barreled out of the closet (knocking me down with the closet door she’d ripped off its hinges), proclaiming herself a lesbian just as I was starting to wonder about my own preferences. I was the gay tortoise; she was the queer rabbit. While I was secretly reading books in the library on a fact-finding quest after hopelessly falling in love with my straight best friend, Lisa left me in the dust, blazing by me in a friggin’ rainbow-colored Macy’s Thanksgiving Day float with a turbocharged engine.

The fortune cookie wasn’t the only reason I was thinking of my sister. Lisa had threatened to call any minute now, so what I really needed was Cheetos. And not the fake Cheddar Puffs Mom bought when we were kids, but the real deal. I tried to ignore the craving as I settled back on the couch, remembering how Mom would hide the generic Stop and Shop bag deep in the trash and pour the inferior puffs into a white ceramic bowl, thinking us kids wouldn’t know the difference.

“See,” Mom would say, “same orange stuff on your fingers,” then she would offer up the neon evidence as if they were the real thing. But Lisa and I noticed how the fake ones sat uncomfortably in the bowl, with much less of a dramatic curl, looking packed flat, like cheap Chinese food. And we noted the Orange No. 5 was off just a shade (was it Orange No. 6?) and that the color didn’t cling to your fingers in the same fluffy-fiber way, but more like thick war paint.

I wished I could spot a faux lesbo just as easily, and I thought of Lorn Elaine for the millionth time. The Actress, the ex. I knew she was never the real deal—or, that she wouldn’t let herself be because of her career, or, at least, that was the perfect excuse. The more distressing question was, What made me believe I could ever make her stay? From the very start, being with a woman did not sit easily with her. She, too, always sat uncomfortably in the bowl, and, in the end, she didn’t cling to my fingers nearly as long as I would have liked, and I ended up smeared in war paint.

I anticipated the phone ringing as I dozed on the couch, giving into the sudden nap attack, which was brought on by the exhausting prospect of heading out to the store to score that bag of electric orange carbs. After six long weeks without Lorn and my sister Lisa’s impending phone call, I hoped that when the phone rang I would be able to stifle the agonizing hope it was Lorn calling to tell me she was coming back. Maybe this would be the time I could hide my disappointment when I heard my sister’s voice (or any voice besides Lorn’s) and then my sister wouldn’t tease me, “Still waiting for The Actress, I see.”

I considered letting my answering machine take my sister’s call, but I couldn’t risk the chance it might be my brother, Vince. His check-in calls were fairly regular, and getting more frequent since he was having girl troubles of his own. Vince had been with Erica for almost as long has I had been with “The Actress”—as my sister and Vince’s girlfriend, Erica, called her.

I was in LA when I first met Erica, the woman who would become my brother’s girlfriend, and she had introduced herself as “Erica . . . as in All My Children,” and that nickname stuck for a while. I liked Erica’s cocky attitude and had introduced her to my brother, then congratulated myself at quite regular intervals on putting together the world’s most perfect straight couple. When I told Vince the unsurprising news that “The Actress” decided she could not be with a woman (again) and it was all over (again) and she was so sorry (again), Vince trumped me with his own news: Vince and Erica, the world’s most perfect couple, were also breaking up.

So, I did what any sister would do when presented with these facts: I blamed my brother for blowing the perfect couple I had created. He was mad at me for a week (evidence: he called me only twice). By the following week he’d resumed his normal pattern of calling every other day, eventually realizing it wasn’t my fault, since we all knew his track record with women had been spotty at best.

Before Erica, my sister and I could blame our brother’s failed relationships on his selection of The Barbie Doll of the Week. This time, it was my reputation on the line. I had made this perfect couple, and he had blown it, big time. Erica and Vince were no more. My sister had been equally compassionate when I had called her to share my news about being dumped.

Lisa had said, “There’s something about straight girls you just can’t put your finger on . . .” and then she laughed and snorted for several minutes at her own joke.

I snapped back to reality when the phone rang and I opted to pick it up rather than hear my nauseatingly cheerful voice on the answering machine, since I was no longer that person. That person was sporting my pre-dumped voice.

“Hello?”

Lisa said, “Don’t get your panties in a twist, it’s just me,”

“Don’t be an ass, I’ve stopped thinking she’ll call,” I said.

“Liar.”

“Shut it,” I said.

Lisa said, “Don’t lose your sense of humor. You fucked a straight actress, she pulled an Ann Heche on your sorry ass, and you got dumped. Now scrape your friggin’ shoe and move on.”

I said, “Don’t pretend you didn’t like her.”

“Of course I liked Lorn, I like all women,” Lisa said. “That doesn’t mean I don’t know how to kick a dog to the curb if they piss on my leg and try to tell me it’s raining.”

“So what’s going on?” I said.

Unlike Vince, who always called about nothing, Lisa always called with some sort of news.

“Are you sitting down?” she asked.

“I’m lying down,” I said, already exhausted. I braced myself, because you never know with Lisa.

This could be the call our family all expected, the call from a prison in Maine for running an Italian restaurant out of her home with no permits to sell food or the gallons of homemade wine she calls “V.” She told Mom and Dad “V” stood for Vino, and then she forgot, and told them she named it after Vince, but the triangle-shape label was an obvious and familiar reference. Dad figured it out and would ask for a glass with pure delight, “Give me another shot of that V-jay-jay-juice!” When he got away with that in front of Mom, Dad switched it up to: “Sure am craving some more Vayjay-jay!”

Lisa said, “You may want to sit up for this. I’ve decided what I’m going to do with my share of grandma’s inheritance!”

“You mean the money you said you didn’t want because it would only bring pretentious and empty lives to all who touched it?”

“You and Vince haven’t spent my share, right?” she asked.

“No. Dad helped me set it up in a money market for you. He said you’d want it eventually. He’s known you a bit longer.” Lisa is two years older than me. “His actual words were: ‘Even an earthy-crunchy bulldyke from Maine can find a use for a few million dollars.’”

“Not from Maine anymore! Ready? Wanna guess?”

I didn’t.

“I’ve decided to buy a campground in Rhode Island, and you’re gonna help me run it!” She sang out this news with that typical “Ta-daaaaa” sound in her voice, waiting for applause.

“No,” I said.

“Marie, it’s gonna be great! Remember all the fun we used to have camping? The smell of the campfire and the pine trees—”

“I remember a giant hawk dismembering a baby bunny on a picnic table. We were too afraid it would go after us if we made a run for it, so we had to stand still and watch it eat the thing.”

Lisa laughed, “I tried to use the remains to get out of dissecting a frog in science, but, no go. Hey, remember all the cool nights by the campfires, the dappled sunshine through the trees, the chocolate and marshmallow s’mores, the hot dogs, the barbeque chicken—”

I said, “My stomach is still on the bunny, but I do remember that really creepy guy who hung around the campground and exposed himself every time we spun around the playground Round-A-Bout.”

“That was hysterical,” Lisa said.

“Not really.”

“You have to admit his timing was amazing. Hey, remember the nights hanging at the teen rec hall?”

“Yeah, except there were no teenagers, just a bunch of us nine- to twelve-year-olds hanging around trading crumpled Star Wars cards.”

“Mmmm, Princess Leia,” Lisa said. “Don’t forget, I got to touch my first boob while camping. Ahhhh, Jennifer Litwieller. I called her Jennifer Tit-Sweller after that, remember?”

“Yeah, she loved that,” I said.

“She only let me touch her once, but it never would have happened if our parents hadn’t taken us camping.”

Lisa had that Woodsy The Owl tone in her voice now, like she was teaching something important: Remember kids, your best chance to touch a boob before you turn twelve is behind a skanky teen rec hall while camping!

Lisa was on a roll. “And remember the time we made Vince pee right inside the rec hall because we didn’t want to leave all the fun to walk him to the bathrooms, then he ratted us out to Mom and Dad? And you tried your first cigarette, there too.”

I said, “Those are reasons enough to buy a campground.” I had thrown up from the cigarette and wiped the evidence off my mouth with a climbing ivy plant that turned out to be poison sumac. My lips burned for weeks. Good times.

Lisa continued with a irritating wistful high-pitched tone to her usually husky, matter-of-fact voice, “It’s a sweet little spot in the woods in southern Rhode Island, with 250 sites, a man-made pond, a few old cabins, but I plan to build some more, and a huge log recreation hall attached to a camp store. The website pictures look pristine. I told the woman I would have a deposit to her by the end of this week.”

“The website?” I said, sitting up, feeling the sharp grit of potato chip crumbs grind into my elbows. “You mean you haven’t even seen it?”

“Of course I saw it! I just told you, the pictures are sweet! There’s even a golf cart to make campfire wood deliveries! Oh, and in the back of the camp store, I might even put a gift shop.” By “gift shop,” I knew she meant “bar.” Anytime we ever went to a hotel she would scan the lobby and say, “Ooooh, look! A gift shop!” and make a beeline for the bar.

Lisa continued in her disturbing cheerfulness. “The owner was honest with me that the whole campground needs some updating, but I was glad to hear the buildings needed some work, since I want this to be a bit of a project, you know? Leave my mark on the place. It’ll be fun! The biggest thing is all the roofs need fixing or replacing, the electrical, too, maybe the plumbing, but, I have the perfect name to go after the dyke clientele.”

I said, “Well, it all makes sense now, I mean, since you already have the perfect name.”

Lisa shouted into my ear, “Camptown Ladies!”

Then she proceeded to screech her song into the phone:

“Camptown Ladies sing this song,

Dildo, Dildo!!!

Camptown Lezzies, eight inches long,

All the Dildo, Gaaaaaaay!”


Two

Camptown Ladies & Camp, Camp

Lisa had rented a three-bedroom condo for us to share, one town away from the campground, and I was once again reminded how simple it was to make life-changing decisions when you are wealthy. She had done a good job with the condo, aside from the freakishly décor-free environment in the living area downstairs, bare except for a wide screen TV and huge couch to watch Patriots football. The only other sign of life was in the kitchen, which was fully stocked with Italian cooking supplies, and the largest set of chef grade cooking pans available in the free world.

Vince and I were both in such dire need of a distraction, we would have agreed to any of one of Lisa’s wild ideas, and within two weeks, Vince had hired a realtor to sublet his California apartment, placed all his things in storage, and I had closed up my own house in the Hollywood Hills. We were running late and Lisa had planned to meet us at the camp but still my brother and I wasted ten minutes to rock, paper, and scissor our way into getting our rooms decided (we played six rounds until he finally got his way).

Now I was in a condo in Rhode Island, showered and changed, my clothes all put away, and I was waiting outside for Vince. My brother could take longer than a teenage girl to go anywhere. As I waited, I thought about how perfect Erica had been for him. She was smart and strong, and she met his strict “knock-out” requirement. She was so strong, that when we first met, I didn’t doubt for a moment she was a lesbian. OK, it was mainly since Erica had advertised her contractor and decorating company in the Pink Pages to get gay clientele. Erica turned out to be an ace contractor and carpenter, who, despite her petite size six frame, could work side by side with a crew of three to sledgehammer down a non-load bearing wall in a matter of minutes. When I found out about her strategy to get gay clients, I accused her of being a “Thespian” (a straight chick acting gay)—and I realized in many ways she was the complete opposite of my now ex-girlfriend, the re-closeted actress Lorn Elaine, who had made a career of pretending to be straight.

Erica and I had formed an unlikely business partnership when I first moved out to California, one that was built from hiring her due to my extreme boredom and my inheritance of a ridiculous amount of money from my dead grandmother, which made boredom affordable. Erica certainly didn’t agree to work with me from any skill I had that she lacked. I was basically her chief bottle-washer; assistant of all things needing to be nailed (Lisa would say, except women). Most often I was what Erica called her Homo-Depot runner.

I laughed at this memory as I kicked the tires of my old car to see if they were still up for the ride after all this time stored in Dad’s garage. Lisa had coordinated getting the car over to the condo for me.

I yelled for my brother. “Vince! What the hell are you doing in there? Let’s go!”

He poked his head though a window in the upstairs bedroom and yelled back, “Settle down! The neighbors will know the lesbos have moved in!”

“I wouldn’t worry,” I yelled back, “no lesbian would wear a shirt that girly!”

He laughed, walked away from the window, and I heard something smash.

“Oops,” he said.

If it was Lisa’s statue of Martina Navratilova . . . Vince was toast.

I got in the car to distance myself from the scene of the crime. My plan to move out to California had been a simple one after inheriting the family money. I would use my nonexistent career as a screenplay writer to somehow meet (and permanently bed) the elusive actress Lorn Elaine. When I managed to actually pull this off through a freakish series of events starting in Jamaica (a totally implausible story; maybe I should write it up some time) I soon realized that, while other people do it all the time, being a wealthy girlfriend of a Hollywood actress is not really an occupation.

Plus, being with a closeted girlfriend doesn’t typically offer up boatloads of opportunity to be out together in public, since this makes more likely the chances of a paparazzi attack. Lorn’s career was going well, and I had just come to terms with the fact that my ridiculous dream of being a screenplay writer would likely not pan out in my lifetime. (It turned out that writing my screenplay in order to meet Lorn had been the sole reason for me wanting to be a writer . . . whoops.) So, I decided to do what many wealthy people do—buy myself a career instead.

Rich people do this all the time. They start fundraising organizations, rescue children in far-flung places in the world, build houses for the needy, open soup kitchens, and for a while I thought about doing something similar since my sister could make some damned fine Italian Wedding Soup and various other savory items in the kitchen, including homemade wine, which could turn quite a profit for a good cause. But instead, I made the slightly less noble offer to buy into Erica’s successful contracting and home decorating business, which catered to Hollywood’s elite. Along with the bargain, I had led my brother Vince to the girl of his dreams, and I was convinced there was no better girl for him than Erica, as in All My Children . . . that is, if Erica would have him.

Working as a contractor’s nail assistant was a job I grew to love, which surprised me as much as my little brother’s ability to nail a girl as damned near perfect as Erica. It was the variety of the job I loved. One day I would be fetching nails, the next day we were courting prospective movie star clients at ridiculously expensive LA restaurants.

“Price of doing business in Hollywood,” Erica would say as we ate $50 salads, which barely covered the center of our plates.

The next day, I would be holding my breath, as Erica would be walking like a ballerina on the clay tiles of a Mediterranean style roof overlooking the property that overlooked Spielbergs’ pool. The day after that, she would teach me how to rip out a septic system she felt wasn’t being done right by the sub-contractors we hired. The following day we would be firing somebody. On those days, I kept a safe distance, like when watching a train wreck. She never fired someone who didn’t deserve it, and she never fired anyone who didn’t try their best.

Until she fired me.

“Vince!” I yelled. We were really late now, if you could possibly be late to a campground.

Finally, he came running out the front door, hopping down the steps.

“Keys?” I asked him, and he made a face and had to go back in the condo again while I rested my head on the steering wheel and waited again. We were supposed to be at the campground an hour ago. Still, it was hard to get angry at him; he’d been fired by her too.

I remembered Erica and I had been working together for several months, when she vaguely confessed things weren’t going well with Vince, though he had not mentioned a word about this to my sister, or to me. I had known only that Vince was head over heels in love, so I feared for my brother’s heart. Her confession came while we were splitting a mediocre LA version of a mozzarella and tomato sandwich on the marble dust-covered floor of a rock star’s mansion. It had been a big job for us, and the place had reached the stage where we didn’t want to break and leave for a real lunch, unless we needed to court the next wealthy Hollywood resident for our next project.

Since we’d lined up several projects, we could relax that we were booked for at least the next six months while we dined alone in our paint-splattered clothes on the mansion’s floor, a comfort level we both preferred to the swanky cafés beneath the Hollywood Hills. Maybe it was this comfort level that made Erica confess, “I’m not sure your brother and I are going to make it.”

I had been in mid-bite.

“Of course you will,” I said, with my mouth stuffed, “you’re perfect for each other.”

Actually, not true. He may have been my brother, but Vince was still a guy. Generally speaking, it was Erica that was perfect. Smart, successful, and annoyingly attractive in a tool belt, even with her hair pulled back in a sloppy ponytail. God knows, I didn’t look good on the job.

She’d stared at me, waiting, I assumed, for a more convincing answer. We ate in silence for a while, and I finally laughed uncomfortably and said, “I bet the two of you will be together long after Lorn and I split.”

As I heard myself say it back then, my confession sounded as if I was speaking the inevitable out loud. Since Erica had grown silent and uncomfortable, I told Erica my actress was trying to jump back into the closet I had worked so hard to pry her out of. The sad truth was, Lorn had done exactly what my sister predicted she would do. She came out just enough to keep me and allowed one very public kiss at my uncle’s wedding in Jamaica, and the paparazzi ate it up. Soon afterward, Lorn credited Hollywood’s attitude regarding her “new” lifestyle for every lost role or missed opportunity, and although I had more than enough money for both of us, she felt the relationship had cost her. Now it appeared I had introduced my brother to the woman who would cost him his heart as well.

Erica looked more sorry for me than for herself, so I tried to sound casual as I said, “I love her, but I just can’t see her staying.”

Erica nodded and I wished I hadn’t said it out loud. Would it have killed her to disagree? The answer was yes, it would have, because Erica wasn’t a woman who pretends, ever—well—except for the whole gay thing to get contracting clients. But that was business.

Erica ended our business partnership abruptly a few days later while we were scraping a wall with putty knives, along with two hired hands. We were covered in shards of curled wallpaper and gritty drywall bits, and she tried to talk casually as she brushed away a drywall curl, which had landed weightlessly on her forehead, like the Gerber baby hair curl. (The Gerber baby could only hope to have skin like that.)

“I need to buy back your part of the business,” she had said. Then, not waiting for my reply, she continued to scrape an area that was already stripped clean. I watched as each pass of her blade removed another 3 to 5 millimeters of perfectly good drywall. I grabbed her arm to stop her, which must have startled her, because she pulled her arm away with a fierce jerk. The other men stopped scraping.

“Why do you want to buy me out?” I asked, feeling oddly heartbroken. “It’s always been your business, I understand that, but did I do something wrong?”

She looked away from me, then dusted off her clothes. “No. Things have gotten worse between your brother and I, and I need to separate myself from your family. That means you, too.”

It hadn’t once occurred to me back then that my newfound career as Homo-Depot runner had been riding on Vince’s ability to keep Erica as a girlfriend, especially a girlfriend Lisa and I had both teased was way out of his league.

“I’m really sorry,” she said, looking back to the wall. “I’ve enjoyed—having you as a business partner, so don’t ever think it was about that.” She took her gloves off and touched the wall to feel the damage she had done with her bare fingertips, but she never looked at me again. “So, will you let me buy you out?” she asked.

I was crushed at the finality in her voice. Thinking back, she had sounded uncharacteristically sensitive, not Erica’s style at all. I couldn’t think of anything to say, except the right thing.

“Of course, you can buy me out. I was always just your gopher.”

“No, you weren’t,” she said, but I was, and we both knew it. And just like that, I hung up my putty knife, and walked numbly to the door. “The Homo-Depot receipts are in our—your tackle box.” I had called the toolbox a tackle box once, and it had stuck. Many things had stuck, but our friendship wouldn’t be one of them.

“I’m sorry, Mare,” she said, and I heard the scraping of her putty knife start up again, and knew the time it would take for her to repair it all later, alone. As I walked down the driveway I remembered tears stinging at the corners of my eyes as I thought about how she’d just started to call me Mare, like my brother did.

A week later, possibly escalated by all the time on my hands, which made me more visible to the paparazzi, Lorn called me and made our separation final, asking if I would mail her the last of her things. “I’m sorry, Marie,” she had said.

Why was everyone so goddamn sorry?

Erica and Vince didn’t have the pressures of the outside world that Lorn and I did, and since I’d built this perfect couple, I was resentful of how casually their relationship was tossed away. Lorn and I had been an expected implosion, one Lisa insisted was long delayed, but my brother’s breakup bothered me as much as my own, and I couldn’t help thinking, if the two of them couldn’t make it, who on earth could?

Vince climbed in the car, startling me.

“What the hell were you thinking about?” he asked.

“Nothing. The Campground.”

Vince reached for my hand in an overly dramatic gesture, “I’m scared, too.”

“You are fucking on your own if that was Martina Navratilova you smashed up there.”

“Yeah, I screwed up. I wanted to post a shot of it online, but at least I didn’t break the arm holding the tennis racket. It was the one Lisa uses to hold her boxers.” His voice was casual enough, but there was real fear in his eyes, and I must confess I’d really missed seeing it.

I started to giggle. “She is going to Grand Slam your sorry ass.”
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When my sister and I had last talked, it didn’t seem to worry her that the camping season was over, and she didn’t seem concerned that anyone she knew with any real experience running a business was gainfully employed and could not be bothered to help fix all that needed fixing or to run a campground. Lisa held fast to her plans to build a team comprised of people who all had too much time, money, and lack of skills on their hands: the Santora family. I knew we would be a pathetic little Italian army before Vince and I even set foot on the place.

Since the road was completely overgrown, the only clue of the camp’s entrance was that Lisa was jumping around waving her arms like a lunatic when we pulled up. When I pulled in past her, I saw there was a crudely constructed camp sign that looked equally ancient and under construction. This was just the beginning. Vince and I could tell from Lisa’s hard-sell grin and a quick look around as we rolled the car to a stop, that the hard-sell-grinning-her-ass-off was well deserved. I formulated what must have been the top three qualities that made an irresistible campground to an impulsive and wealthy Italian woman: 1. ancient log buildings, all with rotted (or missing) roofs; 2. overgrown woods with completely obstructed campsites;3. thick beds of pine needles for optimum fire hazards.

I rolled down the window and Lisa shouted in my ear, “Welcome to Camptown Ladies! Oh, I see you brought a girlfriend, excellent.”

“Here we go,” Vince said with a grin.

I was troubled at the sight of the place. Remarkably, there were trailers with year-round campers there, but many looked abandoned for more than a season or two. My sister had bought this place?

“Lisa, this place—”

“—Now don’t be so quick to judge, I know it’s a little different than the pictures on the website.”

“Website?” Vince said. “Were there any color pictures from this century? Because sometimes that can be a hint that there’s a problem.”

As if on cue, the weight of an adolescent squirrel sent a chunk of roof on the guard shack behind Lisa splattering to the ground. It was so rotted it landed in complete silence, like a thick serving of overcooked minestrone soup.

Lisa hugged us both roughly as we got out of the car and I surveyed the place over her broad shoulders. I was confident I was looking at the biggest mistake my sister had ever made, and there have been a quite a few. But this one, I reminded myself, would be special, since my brother and I had just signed on to be a part of her crew. I knew Vince was thinking the same, because he was making the girlie noise in his throat he always made when he was trying hard not to laugh.

“Shut the fuck up,” Lisa said, as she nailed him in the gut, “I have huge plans for this place.”

I had no doubt.
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There was so much wrong with our personal lives, all Vince and I could do was follow blindly into step with Lisa’s plans. Dad, forever the optimist, had been the first to join Lisa at her breakneck pace of plowing full steam ahead. Dad had already earned the nickname Woody, due to his obsession with making perfect pyramid bundles of split campfire wood, which were stacked into one giant pyramid which he fussed with constantly. He didn’t dare mention it to Dad, but Vince called the woodpile The Jenga-Suit, since it would be a lawyer’s wet dream the day a camper pulled a piece of wood from the pile and it all came tumbling down.

Dad outfitted himself in an impressive array of lumberjack flannels (an outfit Lisa called Oscar-de-la-lezzie) and a giant ax he got from Wal-Mart, with the handle decorated in a burned wood signature of Paul Bunyan himself. Vince walked by him, swatting him on the back in praise, “Nice attempt with the Bounty guy outfit and the ax, Dad, but Lisa is still the most butch member of Camptown Ladies.”

I didn’t have the heart to mention that since Dad purchased the wood pre-split, the blade of the ax was destined to never lose its shine, and the butt of the blade would forever stay its pristine Coleman red. (And if he attempted to split the wood into smaller pieces, any missing fingers or toes would not ruin the red paintjob on his ax.)

He was so pleased with himself that the rest of the family agreed not to discuss openly that his new career was less lumberjack and more shrink-wrapper. He rolled and wrapped the wood bundles in clear plastic wrap and shrank them with biggest Conair blowdryer he could find at Wal-Mart. (Unfortunately, it was available only in a tween-pleasing lime green.) He kept the blowdryer at the ready, installed at his hip in a homemade holster he’d fashioned out a large piece of white PVC pipe and an old leather belt. Dad didn’t know it, but Vince was campaigning hard to change his nickname from Woody to McGay-ver for his ingenuity and dazzling pop of color holstered at his hip.

If it weren’t for the 43 rolls of non-biodegradable plastic wrap, the sparkling wood pyramid might have passed for an odd tribute to the wilderness by the rarely seen, non eco-friendly Saran Tribe. This might all have been ignored by a busy camper, if Dad had not found a price-tagging gun in the camp store and hit each one with a florescent hunter-orange sticker that read: $3.99 or 2 for $5.00. Lisa wasn’t troubled by this, as the stack of pine kept Dad busy, and at least once a week my sister walked by and pointed out to Dad a football-shaped knot in a piece of wood and yelled, “See, a vagina!”

No matter where he was in the camp, Dad, aka Woody, never missed it when someone dared to touch his pile.

“Hands off my wood!” he’d shout.

“Most men don’t say that,” Vince told him as we laughed. But we all worried how he would handle it when the camp reopened and campers attempted to carry the wood away to have it perish in their campfires.

Vince said to me one day, “If we ever get this campground going and they burn any of his wood, do you think Dad will hear the Screaming Of The Limbs?”

“Seriously, we should prepare him that people will be burning the wood,” I said.

“Mom is bound to mention it,” Vince said, and we agreed to let her break the news.

My Mother didn’t have to be convinced to be a part of the Camptown Ladies project, but then, Lisa hadn’t told anyone but us that she intended to transform a rundown family campground into a place that catered to gays. Mom was happy to sign onto a project with such a huge chance of failing, securing her a front seat for when it all unraveled and she could say: “I told you so.” She shadowed Dad’s every project, offering worst-case scenarios from the safety of the cheap seats, waiting until it would be time to take the front row.

Typically, she shouted observations from inside the camp store—by the looks of things, it was the only sound structure on the grounds, and smartly, this was the turf she had claimed as her own. Her first order of business for the camp store was a good cleaning, but she kept the screen door open to allow for a full view of everyone else’s doomed activities. Within the first week I had stopped to listen at the store door, since Lisa was giving Mom vague instructions for her plans.

“Mom, I want half the store to be very girlie, you know, Yankee Candles, proper tablecloths, nothing ugly. I want to get some pretty lanterns and lots of tiny twinkle lights, you know, fairy lights—in all the colors of the rainbow. Oh, and let’s sell porcelain plates in sets of two, not ceramic. Porcelain is actually more durable, less likely to chip, and has a higher perceived value. And no friggin’ paper.”

Mom’s rare silence meant she was baffled. Or pissed that she was being told what to do in so much detail—but time would tell on that one.

Lisa continued, “The other side of the store needs to be for the rough and tumble campers. You know, citronella bug candles, tent stakes, fire starters, basic tools, hammers, saws, and sets of these blue-speckled metal enamel cookware and plates. That’s where the paper plates will go, with all the manly stuff on this side of the store. Nothing girlie on this side. You got the picture?”

Mom thought she got the picture and suggested a name for the sign: Guys & Gals Camp Store. Lisa agreed. Later, Lisa confided to me she planned to change “Guys” to “Gays” with the flick of a paintbrush. What Mom didn’t know was that Lisa planned a Fairy & Dyke divided camp store, with a line drawn directly down the middle. She was using Mom’s natural tendency to Martha Stewart everything to make it happen in the projected colorways of next spring.

This was all part of a bigger plan. The Camptown Ladies idea had grown into co-ed venture one night while Lisa held us hostage to brainstorm over a bottle of wine at the condo. It had taken two bottles to do the job.

“I’ve got it!” she yelled, knocking her glass over, again.

“Camptown Ladies and—wait for it, waaaaait for it—Camp Camp for the fairies! We’ll double our market, plus, while the dykes do the heavy lifting, the gays will pretty up the place!”

I had to admit, the half-baked, half-boy idea wasn’t a half-bad idea.

“But wait,” I said, “do gay guys camp?” We all hesitated, looking at each other. If we were holding this meeting at camp, the sound of crickets would have been ridiculously appropriate.

Finally Lisa dismissed her own doubts. “I’m pretty sure that’s where the saying ‘Do bears shit in the woods?’ comes from. Of course they must camp.”

We had been though Lisa’s schemes before, and we knew better than to argue. After she had litter box trained her tiny Miniature Doberman, Cindy-Lu (and made her own litter box from a large plastic bin, into which she cut a small dog-size doorway, decorating the front with a welcome matt for Cindy-Lu to wipe her paws, and adding curtains for privacy), she got the idea to market the item. She used an adorable cartoon image of a young Cindy-Lu as mascot and included a booklet called: “Teach Your Dog How To Pee & Poo, Just Like Cindy-Lu!” In the booklet, she described how to train a puppy as small as six weeks old, by using scented puppy pads placed over a bed of sand. Gradually, you use smaller and smaller puppy pads until the puppy is just using the sand. We all thought Lisa was nuts, but she had the last laugh when she partnered with a plastic blow molding company in Massachusetts who made the prototype box shaped like a little doghouse, and then sold it to an online pet company for thousands of dollars. When she would toss this in our face, Vince and I reminded her we were the ones who had talked her out of calling the product: “Litter Box, Doggie-Style.”

We had avoided bringing up the real trouble at the campground—the fact that it was way too much work for our family to handle, and that our family was avoiding it by inventing silly jobs we were qualified to tackle, like raking pine needles and clearing dirt roads of the smaller tree limbs, while the decapitated buildings with caved-in roofs remained untouched. That night, when the three of us drank our wine and Lisa got the idea about expanding a camp we already couldn’t handle, she clapped her hands as if the meeting was ready to adjourn.

“Attention! Before we do anything official about the camp, I need to ask my hairdresser and Spiritual Advisor about adding boys into the mix.”

Vince was shocked.

“Oh, my God. Seriously? You . . . have . . . a . . . hairdresser?”

Lisa hit him in the gut and Vince crumpled into a ball to protect himself just a second too late.


Three

Scents & Insensibility

Once Lisa’s hairdresser and Spiritual Advisor gave her the OK, Camp Camp was added to her Camptown Ladies plan. Lisa insisted on keeping this from our parents for as long as possible, just like our childhood plot to take over Dad’s garden shed as a neighborhood fort. If our childhood fort was any indicator, we couldn’t keep secrets from the parents for very long. That secret had lasted only two weeks before Dad went looking for his gardening tools and instead found our beanbag chairs, toys, puzzles, and empty Heineken bottles Lisa used for spin the bottle games. Lisa had convinced the neighborhood girls they must practice before they got real boyfriends, so she did them a “favor” by pretending she was a boy, and did her best to teach them to kiss like experts. (Before her hairdresser, daytime soaps had been Lisa’s make-out spiritual guides.)

After our failed coup of his tool shed, Dad was inspired by our efforts to turn his shed into a clubhouse of his own. He still kept his garden tools hanging up, but they got moved to the outside of the shed, where they fashionably turned into shabby sheik-style rusted wall décor. Inside, he rigged a sound system, powered by full electricity and added a mini fridge with a padlock to stock his beer and chilled tequila. Dad had invited me to the shed for my “first” legal drink, so, when I checked out what he had done with the place on my twenty-first birthday, I asked, “Tequila shots without lemons?”

“Lemons are for fanuks,” he said. (Fanuks: Dad’s affectionate Italian slang for gays.)

“Ahh,” I said. “What about salt? Is that a heterosexual condiment?”

“Salt is ok, unless it’s on French food,” he said, “I wouldn’t generalize, but they have more than their share of fanuks over there.” I feared the day Dad decided to generalize.

Soon after the Camptown Ladies co-ed decision was approved (by a wide-eyed, protein-starved vegetarian spiritual advisor from a hair salon called “From Hair to Eternity”), Lisa announced we would add another member to our team. “It’s not enough just to have Vince here. We need one more gay guy.”

“I’m not gay, you big dyke,” he managed to yell, despite the huge chunk of pizza hanging from his mouth. To be fair to Vince, his lack of table manners should have proved his point.

How many times had I heard the conversation that was about to take place? It started when Vince was seven years old, so it had to be in the thousands by now. One look at Vince, and you knew he was not a gay man. A sloppy thick crest of black hair well past his forehead, the in-between stage of his beard (not the fashionable kind, the careless kind), plus, the dead giveaway: functional, not fashionable, clothes. His pants and shirts were paired so poorly that I wondered if he had the week laid out in advance to make sure he didn’t accidentally match something.

Mom and Dad joined us at the picnic table and Dad happily dove into the food without a word. Mom said, “We could eat indoors like civilized people,” but, even as she said it, she too was lured by Lisa’s homemade grilled pizza and helped herself.

Something about the way Lisa was studying Vince tipped me off that she was about to launch into a tirade about him. I’d had my fair share of tirades launched my way, so I was sure I wanted out of there, even before she said, “Can I just say something?”

Uh oh.

“Another perfectly good girlfriend with wife potential bites the dust because you think the pussy’s always pinker somewhere else.”

“Lisa!” Mom said, with her mouth full. Dad cackled with his mouth completely filled yet still managed to stuff two thick slices of sausage and pepperoni.

“That’s not what happened,” he said, but Vince looked like he didn’t have the energy to fight with her today, and typically, Lisa had missed the subtlety of this. I saw it coming, but not before I could stop her with hand signals behind Vince’s back. Dad pretended not to notice, and I could see Mom calculating the best moment to jump into the mix.

Lisa leaned across the picnic table and got into Vince’s face as she said, “You butthead, you really think you’ll find someone better than Erica?”

“No, I don’t,” Vince said, before getting up from the table and walking away, leaving Lisa quietly defeated, possibly for the first time in her life. Lisa pretended she didn’t like the homemade pizza she’d made, which was better than any pizza, except maybe in Italy, and she angrily tossed her slice Frisbee-style into the woods, and left the table to go after Vince.

I could see from Dad’s heartbroken and hesitant glance into the woods that if the slice had landed cheese side up, he would have fought the dog for it. Mom clucked her tongue, both at the waste of good food, and a missed opportunity to lecture all three of us at once. She settled for two.
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My Aunt Aggie made Uncle Freddie take her to Camptown Ladies every afternoon so she could bathe in what Lisa called the “crispy breeze” that blew through the center of the camp. My Aunt was probably the only Italian woman (besides my sister) that loved the cold, though due more to her large size than her heritage. Aunt Aggie’s clothes were perpetually damp, but strangely she always smelled good, like the same salty pasta sauce that scented her house.

It occurred to me that seeing Aunt Aggie at Camptown Ladies was the only time I’d seen her with zero humidity on her upper lip. Possibly because at her home her head was always over a simmering pot on the stove (but just as probably, it could have been the facial hair). When Aunt Aggie greeted you at the door, she always had a wet kiss waiting, and I was about ten years old when I finally realized it wasn’t spit but actually sweat that she left behind from her smooches—not that it bothered me less.

Aunt Aggie was a typical older generation Italian, who never let chewing a large bite from a heavy meal delay her from talking. Once, after visiting her, I went to my sister Lisa’s, and her Miniature Doberman practically mauled my tits to get at the Aunt Aggie flecks of meatball shrapnel from the front of my shirt. Yet another clothing casualty due to an Aunt Aggie story that just couldn’t wait between bites.

Aunt Aggie is my Dad’s older sister and despite their mature ages, they still fought like children. Case in point: Several years ago, after Uncle Freddie’s brother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, he had to come to live with Aunt Aggie and Uncle Freddie in their cramped little house. He was in his late eighties and his memory was evaporating quickly. Aunt Aggie warned Dad that Uncle Freddie’s brother had started making random phone calls.

“Friggin’ annoying,” Aunt Aggie said. “That man can’t remember his own brother’s name, yet he’s like a walking phone book. Last week he called the friggin’ army, asking for his old sergeant that been dead for over twenty years.” Aunt Aggie said she had to keep the phone cord in her housecoat.

One afternoon, Aunt Aggie forgot to unplug the cord and the old man called Dad. Dad picked up the phone and heard an alarming whisper on the other end of the line.

“Sal? . . . Sal Santora, is that you?”

“Hey there, Lou,” Dad said. “Is everything alright?”

“No!” he said in a louder whisper, “everything is not alright. For the last few days there has been a strange woman here. She’s feeding cats. She’s outside in the yard right now!”

Dad heard a thud. “Lou, you OK?”

The old man continued, quieter, “That was her, slamming the door. I have no idea who this woman is. She feeds the strays, you know, which only makes them come back for more. Everyone in the neighborhood acts like it’s OK, but then she comes in the house and stays for hours. She’s been here for days!”

Dad said to him, “Oh Lou, don’t worry. That’s probably just your brother’s wife. Freddie married Aggie, my sister, remember?”

“But I’ve never seen this woman before,” he said.

Dad answered, “You probably just don’t recognize her. Lou, here’s what you need to do. After you hang up the phone, go tell the woman to put on some makeup and get her fat ass to the hairdresser. You tell her she needs to put more of an effort into her appearance because she’s scaring you. Got it?”

“I guess so,” he said.

“Repeat it back to me, soldier,” Dad said, and the old man repeated back every word. Dad said, “Now go tell the woman, OK?

“Yes, sir. I do like that man she calls Freddie,” the old man said.

“Freddie’s your brother. Now go tell the cat lady what I said.”

“To put more of an effort into her appearance,” the old man repeated.

“Because her ugly face is scaring you,” Dad said.

“Yes, sir,” the old man said, before hanging up.

As Aunt Aggie retold the story over the years, she said it was the last bit of instruction the old man remembered perfectly, and every time she told the story Dad would end up laughing so hard he would cry and snort until Mom yelled at him to leave the table.
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Aunt Aggie and Uncle Freddie arrived at Camptown Ladies every day like clockwork, and Aunt Aggie emerged from the car in a series of dainty groans, the vehicle rising a half a foot as she did. She outstretched each arm to point to a wayward piece of trash she thought Freddie should pick up, but I knew it was actually to release the underside of her heavy arms from her sleeveless housecoat. Her arms would plop out and glisten like the mounds of homemade dough Dad made on Calzone Sundays. In fact, one of Aunt Aggie’s most admirable qualities was that her fat arms were the exact matte white sheen of pizza dough before Dad bathed the dough in olive oil.

As a kid I got up early to watch Dad make calzones, and always thought Mom wouldn’t approve of him oiling and kneading this stuff that felt exactly like a big booby. I never told this to Mom, since Dad always snapped off a small ball of dough for me to play with, and I was addicted to the feel of it and the delicious doughy scent. I insisted on getting a drop of olive oil for my little blob of dough so it would feel extra soft and would last longer before drying out and cracking so I had to throw it away or feed it to the dog. To this day, the gentle grasp of a breast (either real or imagined) always brings this memory back, and my mouth waters just the same.

Aunt Aggie stood at the car and surveyed the camp as she had done every day since Lisa bought the place, and said, “Damn, Freddie, you don’t get a friggin’ breeze like that back in the city.”

“We don’t live in the city,” he snorted.

“Don’t be an ass,” she said. I noticed Uncle Freddie tilted his head back, pointing his nose toward the trees. He loved to sniff the pines, just like I did.

Doughy arms sufficiently aired out, Aunt Aggie waddled off, shoving her walker ahead of her as if it were a disobedient child, off to go find Mom at her self-imposed post inside the Gays & Girls Camp Store. Uncle Freddie used this opportunity to sneak away to see what Dad was up to. Their visits always started and ended the same way. Peaceful Aunt Aggie would arrive, but after spending any amount of time with Mom (or Lisa, the other female alpha-male in the family) they would start to bicker. Then, holding her tongue until after Lisa whipped up a delicious lunch, Aunt Aggie would make a noise about how Mom had insulted her by not accepting her help, so, she might as well be going. She would go on about this until around 3:00, before finally leaving in an imagined huff, unless Lisa surprised them with a dessert, in which case, the argument could be extended by another half-hour. Uncle Freddie would trail after her with the same serene smile he had upon his arrival and a little more tomato sauce on his shirt, only to return the next day to begin the ritual again, everyone pretending as if none of it had happened the day before.

It was a particularly warm fall day, and we were all looking for outdoor projects. I asked Lisa if she had any plans for the teen recreation hall.

She answered, “Teen recreation hall, my big, shapely, fat ass! This is going to be my five-star Italian restaurant!”

Oddly, even with its gutted bare concrete slab floor and what appeared to be shingled roof that looked eaten by woodland creatures, there was a part of me that could not deny Lisa’s genius behind a stove (or hot plate, or grill . . .) or her sheer will to bend the world to do what she wanted.

But then I remembered where we were standing.

Lisa whirled around inside the remains of the teen rec hall like a bull dyke version of Julie Andrews in a baseball hat and camouflage pants, seeing all the possibilities, while Cindy-Lu danced next to her, bouncing off her legs as if it was a new game and she were begging Lisa for the rules. I was trying to ignore the smell of teen boy urine emanating from the corners of the hall, wondering if our baby brother’s pee could have stood the test of that many years. Cindy-Lu had been distracted by the scent too, her tiny high-stepping paws stopping every few feet to sniff around the perimeter of the hall, to find the most pungent spot. Dog’s noses are supposed to be remarkable, so I laughed to myself as I wondered if the dog was thinking: Uncle Vince, was that you?

I said to Lisa, “A restaurant? It stinks like the old Elephant House at the Roger Williams Zoo.” But this didn’t seem to trouble my sister.

“I promise you, someday this place will smell just like Grandma and Aunt Aggie’s kitchen used to when we were kids. She pointed to the wall that adjoined the rec hall to the Camp Store. “The mess hall cooking area will be right over there,” she said. I noticed all the walls for the first time, and there was not an inch on any log without some teen melodrama carved into the wood or brazenly drawn in black Sharpie or laundry markers.

“Stop!” I said, grabbing her as she passed by me. “This has been fun and all, but nobody wants to tell you this, so I will: At some point you have to be realistic.”

“What?” she asked, as if she wasn’t surrounded by filth and falling down buildings everywhere you looked.

“A restaurant. Really? Lisa, Wake up! We don’t have the skills or the manpower to handle what has to be done to just have a shitty campground!”

She shook me off her arm. “I know,” she said.

I breathed a sigh of relief. She had been just playing a game of what if . . .

“Good. I’m glad you know,” Lisa said, “That’s why I already put a call in to Erica.”

I walked toward her, expecting to see that she had grown an extra head and somehow trained it to talk like an idiot. “Erica, as in All My Children? Erica, as in Vince’s Erica? Are you crazy?”

“She’s the best contractor we know, and I want the best. I want certain things done here that she can do. I have plans, Marie, plans you don’t know about—like the rooftops. I want clay tile roofs, like the kind they have in Italy, they’re beautiful and fireproof, and they will give Camptown Ladies a distinctive Italian look that no other campground has.”

“Because it costs a fortune!”

“I have a fortune! Erica can do it, she’s done that kind of work before in California, you showed me the houses you worked on together. I’ll make her an offer she can’t refuse,” Lisa said, like the head of the Lesbian Mafia. “Besides, she just bought you out of her business. Maybe she could use the extra money.”

“Erica doesn’t need a dyke campground as a client. And why would she come all the way out to the east coast when she has lucrative jobs lined up all across Burbank?”

“Yeah, well, thanks to our dead grandmother, I can afford to hire the best.”

Lisa wasn’t getting it. “Has it occurred to you that she needs to keep some distance from Vince and our family? She won’t take the job.”

Lisa said, “What the fuck is wrong with him, anyway? He’s let some decent women go before, but this one . . . what a fucking idiot.”

“He says it was her—”

“I don’t believe him,” Lisa said. “He knows we’d think he was an fool to blow it with her.”

Lisa attempted to move a rusty oil barrel disguised as a trash can by kicking it. It made a mind-numbing sound but moved only an inch with Cindy-Lu yelping in protest to the noise. “Fuck. Wow! The acoustics are good in here.”

I could see her wheels turning, and imagined what she was seeing as she looked up at the vaulted ceilings. Would it be a surround system to pipe in Italian music to match her cuisine, or, maybe, God forbid, karaoke? Within the seconds it took for Teen Rec Hall to morph to Gay Dining Hall, I suspected Lisa already had the menu planned.

“You need a backup plan for another contractor,” I said.

Lisa argued, “She might need time away from Vince, but she might need to be around friends, too. This could be a good project for her.”

“Bullshit. You’re hoping to get them back together,” I said.

“Actually, I never really saw the two of them as a match.” She was lying, and she knew that I knew it.

We heard the distant, then blaring thud thudding of techno club music, and were then startled by the sound of tires spinning on loose gravel, ending in a short skid, just outside the hall.

“Hiiiiya girlfrieeeeends!” a voice sang outside the rec hall.

Eddie, Lisa’s most flaming boy pal, was wearing a thin lemon-colored scarf, sitting high on the back of the front seat of his matching yellow convertible as if he were perched on a float made of daffodils. Knowing Eddie, I suspected he may have found the scarf and opted to shop for a car to match.

He
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