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Chapter One

Dead Relations & Relationships

I had high hopes of being traumatized when my parents announced they were getting a divorce. I was a frequently bored eleven-year-old, and since we three kids had lived within the cyclone of their marriage our entire lives, their news was not at all surprising. Because of this, my freshly fermenting hormones latched onto the impending event as a vehicle for adventure and self-pity, and, with any luck, perhaps even a dramatic lesson in survival tactics, if our family became as destitute as I planned. I finally had a reason to spend my saved allowance money on the dirty yellow military survival manual I been eyeballing in the thrift store.

What I never once imagined was how sadly mundane the outcome would be. I was too busy joyously festering over what would happen to my family financially, and quickly conjured up visions of Mom and us kids taking up residence in the rusted Pontiac in the field across from Margaret Sullivan’s house. We would eventually have to wear clothes made from animal skins, or perhaps from the more readily available grocery store boxes, since squirrels were about the only animals around, and I would take a stand against hunting neighborhood pets, no matter how cold it got in that Pontiac. I pictured us cutting berries from thorny branches using Indian arrowheads we made from a broken slate countertop my older sister Lisa and I had found discarded in the woods. Our fatherless family would endure  bitter cold nights but the field grass would be warm in the morning sun and we would spend our days crushing out grass nests by rolling and crawling in a circle, like dogs do. Of course, there would be no school for us since the bulk of the day would have to be spent chewing on hay just to get the bare minimum amount of nutrition we needed for survival.

I figured my mother would try sending us to school for the first week of the separation, since she was very big on school. (Mom insisted on the 3-B rule if you wanted to stay at home. She needed to see Blood, Bone, or Barf.) I figured her insistence wouldn’t last long, however, since Riley Elementary School had a very strict policy about chewing in class, and I guessed within days of our separation from Dad, our newfound poverty would soon be the cause of amending the no-gum policy to also include no hay chewing. With chewing hay being banished from the classroom, this would leave only lunch and recess periods for chewing, which, I hoped, was not enough time to extract all of the vitamins needed for daily survival. It was hay, after all. So, I planned for the no-school thing to be the first enormous plus of the divorce.

I imagined that experimental first week of trying to stay in school would be very hard on us kids, taking the three of us hours to walk home on spindly legs which had become scrawny from lack of proper nutrition. We might soon get as bad as little Alex Fishburne, who, I heard a teacher once say, was born in a wheelchair. Why a mother would decide to give birth to her son directly into a wheelchair, I could never understand. Did she know in advance he would need it, I wondered, or was it the act of being born into a wheelchair that made him bent and crooked the way he was? Since I was expecting our own legs to wither away to bare twigs, I decided that a chair with wheels might end up being quite handy, so I would consider asking for one from Santa, if we were all still alive come Christmas.

Always in my dreams, I had to reduce my older sister Lisa to a younger sibling so the fantasy of me finally taking charge would seem somewhat realistic. Lisa was only two years older than me, but such a dominant figure in my life that not only did I have to shrink her in size and age, but sometimes I would split her in two so that she was a set of twin toddlers. I named them the Two Lisas, or sometimes, Lisa and Theresa. I simply could not imagine all of her personality fitting into one shrunken body, smaller than my own. This seemed to work, and in all of my fantasies I took charge of the Two Lisas and our younger brother, Vince, as well. By the first Thursday of the separation (things always seemed to take until Thursday to really happen, didn’t they?) I imagined the Two Lisas and Vince would grow so weak that they were forced to crawl like infants to school. I, however, being elevated to the oldest in my fantasy, was not only strong enough to walk, but also carried my withered-limbed siblings effortlessly on my back.

Mom and Dad had fought for as long as my sister, brother, and I could remember, and at thirteen, eleven, and seven, my siblings and I had already logged countless hours in secret meetings under our bed covers, analyzing why on earth they stayed together if they argued so much. My brother was the baby, so it scared him when Lisa and I talked about the inevitable divorce. But for my sister and me, it was our first taste of drama, and it was unfolding right under our own roof.

The separation caught me off guard in only two ways: First was the realization that Mom had been the major money-earner in the family, and second, the realization that she had pretended for thirteen years (and very well, too) that she hadn’t been. Maybe this was why Dad moved barely a thing when he packed up one Sunday afternoon while Mom distracted us by taking us to play at our cousin’s house. I came back home just a few hours later, disappointed to find that Dad had cleared out, leaving barely a ripple of evidence of his desertion behind.

I combed the house, trying to find at least one devastating clue of him being torn from our lives. I had spent the entire drive back from my cousin’s house imagining the gutted house he would leave us: wires dangling from the ceiling where the  fixtures once hung, the door from the refrigerator removed from its very hinges, the wallpaper roughly peeled from the bedroom walls . . . the tiniest breadcrumb stolen from the fireplace like the Grinch had from the tiny mouse. However, going from room to undisturbed room only served to mount disappointment once again.

Until I saw it. There, in the corner of the living room next to my dad’s chair (which apparently wasn’t his, after all), was the evidence of a crushed ring on the carpet where Dad’s reading lamp used to be. I tried a gasp, but since I had never actually heard someone gasp and only seen the word “gasp” written in books, I failed miserably at it and my Mom said, “Excuse you.”

I then tried sinking to my knees, concentrating on not blinking so my eyes would sting enough to possibly get watery and cry (a trick I eventually perfected in my teen years in community theater) but still, nothing happened. I tried picturing myself from an aerial view: the Devastated Child crying on my knees as the six-inch vacant area of carpet grew and loomed like a circular grave in front of me . . . My daddy was gone (although I never called him Daddy, not even once) . . . Daddy . . . Oh, Daddy . . . Damn, I had blinked; the stinging in my eyes instantly soothed and hopes of any tears were dashed . . . leaving me merely a Kneeling Child . . . not quite the effect I was going for. So I casually crawled over to the television before anyone noticed me.

Lisa waited just long enough to make me think I had bailed on the dramatic scene in time before being discovered. “Are you done being an idiot?” she said, never looking away from the Brady Bunch. I didn’t think I should answer her, since I had no idea if I was done.

Over the next few weeks I would try manufacturing different visuals. I imagined my dad in a tiny, four-wall prison-cell apartment, outfitted only with a filthy toilet (with no lid) directly in the center of the one room, and of course the dingy brass reading lamp (though it had been shiny at our house) as his only furniture. Unfortunately, I had to let that thought go when we went to  visit him and found he had rented a rather comfortable apartment that came fully furnished, near the tool-making shop where he worked.

The toilet was where it should have been (and, I noticed, with a perfectly good lid) in a small but clean bathroom with a stand-up shower and a fancy dark green sink with faux marble wisps of white running through it. I made one last failed attempt to feel some sort of tragedy about the scene by clinging to the lamp as if it had been a long lost puppy, until Lisa spanked the back of my head to make me let go of it, which I did. Meanwhile, my brother Vince was happily playing in the room Dad had arranged for us, enthralled with the promise of future bunk beds if Dad got his expected pay raise that year.

I had begun to fear nothing about this separation or impending divorce would ever impress me, until one night over dinner Mom informed us that we would be selling the house, and for a moment I was elated by the idea that at last we were going desperately broke. Maybe the loss of the brass lamp had eventually taken its toll on our family finances and we were spiraling into a forever-widening fissure of debt . . . But I couldn’t trick myself into being afraid for very long, since we had lived to see Christmas and, in fact, the presents seemed more plentiful than usual, with no wheelchairs needed. It turned out that Mom’s little “side accounting business” had been a little more than that, and we were doing just fine. But still, she was planning to sell the house . . . that had to mean something, didn’t it?

Dad started coming over for dinner just about every night to fix things around the house so it would sell at a higher price. Eventually, our house did get sold, but when it did, we all moved into the bigger house, including Dad. I continued to pretend the rusted Pontiac was just days away from becoming my bedroom; but when more months passed and everything went back to normal, I had to eventually accept that I would live no more of an extraordinary life than anyone else in my school. I still had two parents at home, Oreos, canned soup and saltines instead of hay  in the cupboard, and a gray Buick in the driveway that had nary a rust spot.

I had noticed Dad’s grumpiness about Mom’s side business long before he had moved out, but it was Lisa who informed me it had been the main reason for their fighting. Lisa was convinced Dad resented Mom’s business since she made more money than he did at his job, and he had begun pressuring her to sell it. When she wouldn’t, he moved out, assuming that Mom would not last long on her own. Mom had done just fine, and added six new clients to make up for the drop in income. That meant Dad was faced with still paying for half of the old house plus an apartment he could barely afford.

Despite her show of strength, Mom couldn’t admit her marriage might be falling apart. She had tried to keep Dad’s moving out a secret from the rest of the Santora family for weeks, and when it finally leaked, they instantly called a family meeting to get all the details. Mom didn’t cave. She insisted to all of them that Sal, her husband, was just being stubborn and would be back soon. She had been right and Dad slipped back into our lives as quietly as he left, lamp and all.

Things were different when Dad came back, and for a while Mom and Dad treated each other so kindly that it made me nervous; and it made Lisa angry. She said they looked utterly ridiculous being so polite to each other and kissing hello right in front of us kids. I had never heard the phrase “utterly ridiculous” before, and commenced using it liberally (“Why, I’m afraid this cartoon is utterly ridiculous”), until Lisa threw a brown Lego pirate ship at my head to make me stop saying it. Specifically, what got my attention was the doubloon-filled treasure chest, which broke apart from the starboard deck, as it made direct contact with my face.

Vince was happy Dad was back, and basked in the new, albeit short-lived, “Family TV Nights” and curled himself deeply between Mom and Dad like a stowaway puppy on a first date. I was happy for Vince, since he was the youngest and had been  worried about Dad moving out. Lisa was not as good at comforting him as I was and would yell at him to stop whining whenever he voiced his fears about our parents. It was the beginning of a lifelong protectiveness I felt for him that he didn’t really require, but to my knowledge it was the only thing I was better at than Lisa, so I would not give it up. Mom and Dad’s trials ingrained another pattern I carried into my adulthood as well; I thought, if Mom and Dad could keep a marriage together with their polar opposite personalities, anyone could, if only they made the slightest effort. And this was what kept me with Jessica for so much longer than I should have stayed.
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As I learned from my parents, one of the major differences between a new relationship and an old one is the dwindling politeness. Over time, you stop asking if the person is all right every time you hear a thud come from the shower. Your years together cause you to assume that it’s simply the soap slipping from their hands, and so you simply stop asking. Anyway, Jess and I had long since passed the soap-checking stage, so I ignored the second thud I heard and stood, arms crossed, waiting silently at the bathroom door.

“What took you so long?” I yelled, when I heard the water finally shut off.

Jess hissed back behind the door, “Give me a God-damned break.”

“You knew I had to take a shower and be out of here by two,” I said.

“Since when have you been concerned about being on time for anything having to do with your grandmother?”

“Jess, for Christ sakes, it’s her funeral!” I snapped back.

“So, she won’t know the difference if you’re late. Besides, wouldn’t you rather go celebrate the occasion?”

Jessica is a bitch, but what I hate most about her is that she  knows me too well. Your enemy should never know you that well.

“Excuse me,” Jessica mumbled as she passed me in the doorway. It wasn’t a polite “excuse me,” it was the get-the-hell-out-of-my-way variety.

I vaguely noticed she was nude and thought how remarkable it was to look at her body and not feel anything except its separateness from me. Six years ago, I felt I knew her body better than my own, and I thought she would always stay beautiful to me. Now, as she walked away from me, all I could see was a line of familiar flesh shifting past, and felt I was not close enough to her to be entitled to such a personal sight. Most times these days Jess and I moved like a well-oiled machine, with gears pushing or pulling in the opposite direction of two people who didn’t care to be, even accidentally, close to each other. It wasn’t the loss of touching her that bothered me, but rather the extra veering of an elbow or shoulder as we passed each other to ensure there wouldn’t be any contact. It wasn’t even strange anymore that we didn’t kiss hello after not seeing each other all day, but only strange if I noticed it.

Jessica was a beautiful woman. At rare times like this when I would stand back from the disaster that had become our relationship, and view her as a stranger, I could see a glimpse of the woman I had originally fallen in love with. Her striking physical beauty had wrongly convinced me that I would never be able to look at her and not love and want her, regardless of her faults, of which there were many. What an amazing thing it would be to have a mate who was so powerfully attractive, I had thought, and assumed it would wash over everything. I was wrong when I assumed I would be incapable of staying angry with someone so beautiful, and I would always be able to forgive her for anything she might do. Around the same time I discovered that forgiving was not my strong suit, I also found that honesty was not Jessica’s.

Now I had to remind myself of her beauty. I was no more aware of her beauty than I was of the Tiffany lamp I yearned for so desperately, and now passed by without so much as a glance.  The lamp had become merely a detail in the room. Buying a three-hundred-dollar lamp had not changed my life as I hoped it would . . . Jessica had not changed it either.

The apathy I felt for my relationship had grown, along with her dishonesty, into disgust. I came to realize I was staying with Jessica only because I could not afford the condo on my own, nor weekly habits like Chinese take-out on Thursday nights. I don’t know why she stayed with me, but I suspected it was for much the same reasons. My ego was not so bloated to think it was because she couldn’t find anyone else. She literally could, as the saying goes, have anyone she wanted, and I knew she often did. I purposely took no notice of it after the first time I had caught her.

It was an unspoken and even exchange; in return for my disinterest in her trivial affairs (there was always a new “friend” calling the house), she ignored the fact I had displaced all my passion for her into something else . . . although she didn’t realize it was for writing. It was understandable for her to ignore my love for something so pie-in-the-sky, since I had decided one morning over coffee (alone) to give up my ridiculous childhood dream of becoming a novelist, and instead pursue something a bit more practical . . . like screenplay writing. I secretly took a weekend screenwriting seminar in Boston, telling Jessica, and even my brother Vince, that it was a trip to visit an old Riley Elementary School friend. Jessica asked no questions, and I didn’t ask her what she would be doing with her free weekend, since I already knew damn well what she would be doing.

The screenwriting course promised a lot for the steep two-day admission price, but I remained hopeful even after I found that the teacher’s first order of business was to have his young, blond assistant set up a rickety card table in the front of the class to display the books, tapes and pens he had for sale. Everything, for a limited time of course, was available at a special seminar price. He was especially proud of the pens. Made in China and constructed of a metal so thin that pressing on it could dent the belly  of the pen, they were emblazoned across the barrel, “LIGHTING PEN.” The instructor offered with much enthusiasm, “They have a light built right inside so you can jot a note down in the middle of the night if you wake up with a brilliant idea for a screenplay.” So that’s how it was done, I thought. There was a stampede to the card table. I elbowed past the skinny girl ahead of me and grabbed four of the batteries-not-included pens. I didn’t regret buying four of them since it turned out to be the best thing I got out of the seminar, as the rest of his advice was limited to vaguely inspiring or impossible little nuggets like: “You need a clear beginning, middle and end,” and “Think Positive.” Best of all was his most critical piece of advice, “Move to California.” Despite the useless class, Jessica had no idea that it was only the faintest sense of financial reality that kept me from doing just that.
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I envied my grandmother tonight. She still had to attend the funeral, since it was her own, but she wouldn’t have to mill about with the loved ones left behind, desperately trying to think of something good to say about her. Her role was easy . . . she wouldn’t have to pretend the family would be better off without her bitter personality thrown into the mix. She didn’t even have to dress herself.

The highlight of Grandma’s funeral was Aunt Aggie’s failed attempt to do a triple gainer into Grandma’s grave. Threatening to toss oneself into the grave of a loved one is the Italian way of paying your ultimate respect at a funeral. As I fantasized about holding up an 8.5 from the USA judge, the largest of our male relatives moved to restrain Aunt Aggie. There wasn’t the slightest look of surprise on the funeral-goers’ faces—after all, they knew it would happen; it was just a matter of when. My father stood in the background trying to make my brother Vince and me crack up by imitating fast shoveling motions. My father and his sister Aggie  did not get along famously to say the least, and if he had access to a shovel, and she had landed in the hole, he may have used it.

Only after Aunt Aggie’s flailing arms were pinned against her black housecoat, and her thick legs (with panty hose rolled like the skin of a sausage) were stalled at the very edge of Grandma’s grave, did she dramatically give herself up. I wondered what would happen if her foot had gotten snagged or if she neglected to give the decibel-cracking warning wail before plunging forward. We were all fairly confident Aggie wasn’t all that devastated, since before her mother died, she hadn’t even spoken to her for over five years.

After a sufficient amount of woeful muttering had been displayed, the sea of black dispersed and people scattered off to their cars like a disorganized flock of crows to their nests, waving their arms as they talked (Italians really do talk with their hands). I watched Aggie being helped to her car. On public occasions such as this, she chose to move about with a walker, not because of arthritis as she claimed, but because of pasta. She ate too much, and was too heavy to walk more than a short distance unassisted. Everyone knew, however, she could have found the strength to hurdle Grandma’s grave if an inheritance was on the other side. It was, in fact, the knowledge that she may never see a dime that may have encouraged her to attempt the jump.

“Marie . . . hey, Mare!” It was my brother bounding to catch me, his long dark hair flying behind him.

“Hey, Vince. I was noticing you didn’t cut your hair in honor of Grandma’s funeral,” I said, as he slipped his arm around my waist.

“And judging by those comfy shoes, you didn’t go straight, so the Embarrass-Mom-Contest continues,” he grinned. “So,” he whispered as he leaned closer, “I guess Dad was wrong when he said his mom would outlive us all. Where’s Jess?”

“Last I checked, at home. Who knows by now.”

Vince frowned, his thick, dark eyebrows almost touching together. 

“Uh-oh, I wasn’t going to ask.”

I noticed I didn’t feel the slightest urge to defend her like I used to. This was just as well, since Vince never let me get away with making excuses for her before.

“Being alone would be better than what you’re doing,” he said as he walked me to my car. “Why don’t you leave her?”

“I don’t know . . . I guess because she’s beautiful,” I said stupidly. But as I said it, I realized I didn’t believe even that anymore.

“What good is that when you hate each other? Actually, I was sort of hoping that she would come today. It’s so much fun to watch all the guys try and hit on her,” he said laughing, as he flipped the hair away from his face.

“It’s never been quite as much fun for me, I assure you. Besides, I don’t hate her. I just . . . we don’t love each other anymore.”

“So why stay? The condo? You should never stay in a relationship for good closet space,” he said, giving me a playful squeeze, “especially when you don’t spend any time in the closet.” He paused a moment and said, “I’m serious, though, Mare, you should leave her.”

He was serious. I could tell because it was one of those rare moments when a smirking grin was absent from his face.

“You don’t even care enough to hate her anymore,” he said, as we reached my car.

Unfortunately, this was one of the not-so-rare moments when I felt junior to my younger brother. I never figured out what the hell I did with the four years I had over him when I should have been maturing. He caught up to me around age twenty, and the gap seemed to grow wider, with him pulling further in the lead each year.

“Well, let’s go fulfill our duty as relatives to the deceased,” Vince said as he opened the door for me.

“You mean eating sausage and pepper sandwiches till we puke?” I asked.

“Exactly,” he said. He leaned against the door and muttered,  “Who would have guessed there were this many Italians in friggin’ Connecticut?” We both watched as the cars filed past. “You know, Mare, you could come with me rather than taking separate cars . . .” He winked at me, knowing my refusal to get in a car with him, especially on a short trip. Vince liked to amuse himself by seeing if he could get home without once touching the brake pedal. This was not a fun game from the passenger seat.

“Thanks anyway, Vince, but I’m not ready to join Gram just yet. Besides, I need a nice, boring ride before facing our relatives.”

He faked an expression of concern as he poked his head through the window. “Looking back on the ceremony, I should never have told Aunt Aggie that Gram once threatened to be buried with all of her money . . . maybe she wouldn’t have tried to jump for it.”

I laughed at him. “It’s not going to be the same without Gram around to make the family events run less smoothly.”

“You know Marie, I’ve always been more than a little jealous about how you and Gram used to get along . . .”

“Yeah, I know. She always hated me best.”


Chapter Two

Silly Stages, Suspicious Siblings & Stealing Scraps

Dad was leaning against the kitchen wall thoroughly enjoying what looked to be an egg and green bell pepper sandwich. He periodically nodded in annoyance to the people who interrupted his dinner to offer condolences about his mother.

“Mmm. Thanks,” he grumbled, between dipping his sandwich first in a tiny tartar sauce cup filled with white vinegar, then in tomato sauce.

“Hi Dad, how’s the food?” I asked.

“Mmm. Thanks,” he said. “Can you believe they forgot the fucking meatballs?”

“It’s good to see your appetite hasn’t suffered through all of this,” I said.

We both knew better than to giggle . . . not out of respect for the deceased, but because Mom had warned us both not to embarrass her today. For Dad, that meant keeping the swearing to a minimum, and for me, it meant not bringing, or bringing up, Jessica.

“Vince should have cut his God-damned hair,” Dad said, the eggs muffling his voice.

“His hair is exactly like mine,” I said.

“Well, it looks fine on you, but it’s ridiculous on him. For Christ sake, when will he grow out of his hippie stage?”

“People don’t really use that word anymore, Dad.”

“Stage?”

“No, Dad, ‘hippie.’”

“Well whatever. Not growing out of stages seems to be a family trait.” Dad didn’t look at me when he said it, but I knew that one was for me. He managed to elbow me to make sure I got the joke while he effortlessly scooped a stray piece of egg off his plate with the last of his bread. This was Dad’s way of handling my unconventional choice in lifestyle. It was “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” Italian style, more commonly known as: Busting Balls.

“Yeah, well I hear you still haven’t grown out of your hippie stage of keeping those funny-looking plants in your garden.”

Dad grew his own pot and justified it by saying, “How else could I be sure the stuff didn’t have any ‘bad’ drugs in it?” He truly was the hippie he teased Vince about being. Dad may have cut, or more accurately, lost most of his hair, but the hippie gene in him still believed there was no harm in a little recreational marijuana. His favorite joke was, “Sure, I talk to my adult kids about drugs . . . I say, hey kids, do you need any drugs?” Mom would slug him in the shoulder while he guffawed at his own comedic genius.

“Don’t be disrespectful to your father while he’s in mourning,” Dad said.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” I answered.

This was how most of our conversations went, although sometimes they were just louder discussions of the same subjects. If Vince cut his hair and I got myself a husband, maybe visits home would be more peaceful, though a lot less entertaining. Vince and I decided long ago the trade-off wasn’t worth it, so we opted to keep his long hair and my questionable lifestyle, while our sister Lisa had opted to simply live out of state.

While Dad often pretended not to notice my relationship, he was always polite to Jessica. Both Dad and Mom seemed to have an unspoken agreement with me, although I can’t remember the day we actually sat down to agree on the terms.

“Hi Marie,” Mom said from behind me, and I whirled around as if she had been reading my thoughts. “How are you two doing?  Marie, can I get you anything? Sal, how about you . . . a Coke? Some wine? I just hope we have enough of everything . . .” Mom was doing her imitation of a flight attendant again, which was usual when company was around. She didn’t necessarily want to serve you anything; she just needed to ask.

“Marie . . .” Mom asked, making an exaggerated puzzled look as she scanned the room, “Where’s Jessica?”

Mom was laying on the “too bad she could not make it” sound in her voice just a little too thick, so I bit my lower lip to trap my sarcastic tongue. Mom was famous for this one. She had gone out of her way over the phone to say that the ceremony would be “family only” and “it would be very tight at the house” and a dozen other comments which clearly meant that Jessica was not welcome, not that Jess would have come anyway. Jess hadn’t attended a family function in well over a year. I resisted the powerful urge to tell Mom that Jess was in the car changing into her black leather funeral outfit and would be in momentarily.

“She’s at home, Mom.”

“Oh, it’s too bad she couldn’t come . . . we always have room for one more,” she chirped, making it sound like Jess was missing out on a family trip to the beach.

“Nice dress, Mom,” I said. I wasn’t being sarcastic. Mom always looked nice. In some ways, she reminded me of Jess: attractive, polite, and very accommodating in a social setting . . . if things were going according to her plan. I watched Mom studying Dad’s sister Aggie from across the room. She would never mention it out loud, but I could see her calculating the fashion faux pas. She winced at Aggie’s over-dyed black helmet of hair and outfit contrasting with the wide expanse of white flesh, dangling like pizza dough from her sleeveless housecoat. Aunt Aggie’s paleness and pronounced dark circles under her eyes (Vince called them “Elvis’s mom’s eyes”) were worse than I remembered, possibly due to age, or more likely, due to lack of sleep worrying about the division of her deceased mother’s money. By contrast, Dad looked like he didn’t have a care in the world. 

“You should go over to say hello since it’s been a while since you’ve seen your aunt Aggie. She looks good, don’t you think?” Mom asked, not really expecting an answer.

Dad cleared his throat, a signal for me not to let Mom get away with that one.

“She looks a lot like Grandma,” I said.

“Well, she was her mother,” Mom answered.

“No, I meant she looks dead.”

Dad sputtered a laugh until Mom silenced him with an icy glare. While growing up, Vince, Lisa, and I never needed spanking, because that look was enough to inspire fear from the very soles of our Keds.

“I just hope there’s enough food,” Mom said before walking away.

There was always enough food, and Dad had already filled his limp paper plate again. I watched as he piled three sausages on one side of the sauce-stained plate. As Dad sauntered off to get himself a drink, I watched the paper plate sag to the point of appearing like a death-defying magic trick. It was death defying, since Mom would kill him if he made a mess.

“Don’t worry,” Vince said coming up to me, “he won’t drop anything. Old school Italians never waste food.”

“He and Mom will never change,” I laughed. “You know, not that it matters much anymore, but Mom still doesn’t accept Jess. She’s not even willing—”

“Ahhhhh! Speaking of wills . . .” Vince whispered, “You were specifically asked to be there. You are going, I hope?”

“No way. I’d prefer not to be there when Grandma gets her parting words in. It would be just like her to start a fight I can’t finish.”

“Aren’t you the least bit curious as to why, out of all of us grandkids, she specified that you be there?”

“More like uneasy,” I said, sitting down. Vince plopped down next to me, smelling of Coors beer mixed with Brut.

Vince continued, “I think you’re crazy . . . she could be leaving  you all her loot. Especially since Aunt Aggie has as much of a chance of getting a penny as a snot surviving a sneeze.”

“That’s a pretty visual, Vince, but I think you’re wrong. She may not have spoken to Aggie for years, but Dad’s latest fight with Gram only lasted about six months, and that’s a personal best for Dad. Mom said Grandma actually said hello to Dad when he visited her in the hospital last week. Besides, I know Grandma, and if she singled me out, it’s only so she can embarrass me.”

Vince leaned in closer. “Just you remember your little brother when Gram gets her revenge on Aggie and Dad by leaving everything to the black sheep of the Santora family.”

“Don’t worry, Vin. If that happens, you and Lisa will get a third of everything I do . . . but remember, a third of nothing is nothing.”
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Jess had not left the porch light on for me, probably on purpose. I was mildly relieved when I rolled into the driveway and found only one car. This meant I would be spared standing there like an idiot while she introduced me to some new friend she invited over for dinner. Several months ago, she brought home an undernourished blond woman. She stood nodding and smiling in agreement as Jess did all the explaining, as if they had worked it all out beforehand so they would not step on each other’s lines. Jessica claimed they were collaborating on a project for work as the woman nodded vigorously, attempting to smooth her disheveled hair.

“Let’s not pretend I’m stupid in front of your friend, all right Jessica?”

“OK,” Jess had answered, quietly defeated. The blond looked at Jessica, then back at me. Her smile had suddenly wavered, and now she looked upon me as a competitor. Realizing it was all out in the open, she seemed both threatened and a bit disappointed. I also picked up on a flint of anger directed towards Jess, who had  no doubt told her I wouldn’t be suspicious, and who now had been forced to treat me with a tiny shred of respect.

I decided I owed it to myself to ruin her evening, so I said, “The last two were much better looking, Jessica. The available crowd must be thinning.” She hadn’t dared to bring another one around since that night, but out of habit, I still looked for a second car each time I came home.

Jess was in the living room watching television as I came in.

“How did it go?” Jess asked without looking up.

I didn’t answer since I knew better than to think she was interested.

“Mom asked for you,” I finally said.

“I’ll bet she did.”

I went to my bedroom, which had become my sanctuary away from Jess on the rare evenings she stayed home. We probably would have had separate bedrooms a long time ago except the spare bedroom had been used as a dumping ground for books and clothes. When we finally cleared it out and made the separation of a corridor between us, the sadness I had dreaded feeling never came. My bedroom became a place I could go to be alone with my first serious writing project, and it was the privacy of the space that gave me the courage to finally write. I had kept the screenplay I was working on a secret from everyone, even Vince. I had completed the final stage of acting the third grade teacher who had it in for her worst student, seeking revenge with a red pen as I made my last edits. I had been ruthless with the editing, tweaking, and re-tweaking until I felt it read smoothly from scene to scene.

The first draft had finally been completed and I was fairly proud of the way it was shaping up, especially the sex scenes. I had actually written those scenes first (this is what happens when you haven’t had sex . . . specifically, with another person in the room, in over six months). Sadly, the storyline had not come together, quite literally, as easily as my main characters had. It took a long time to work out a plot which would allow an opportunity to accommodate so much sex, since I was reluctant to cut a single scene, but I finally was pleased with the work. I gave some of the credit to my LIGHTING PEN, which I kept by my bedside table for those moments of inspiration my seminar teacher assured us would come while we slept. They hadn’t come quite the way he had promised, but several times the LIGHTING PEN had meant I could jot down ideas born from insomnia without Jess witnessing the light flick on and off from across the hall.

The most difficult part of the whole project had been choosing the actress I wanted to play the lead character. The narrowing-down process had taken several months, since I was rather finicky about actresses. The wrong choice for the starring role had ruined many movies for me, and I was not about to have that be the downfall of my first movie. I had finally culled the list down to just three actresses when Vince caught me in the middle of a weekend movie marathon while Jess was out of town. I had celebrity magazines and printouts of Internet clippings spread out all over the living room floor, with a short stack of three photos remaining in the KEEP pile, consisting of Mimi Rogers, Kate Mulgrew and Lorn Elaine. At the moment my doorbell rang, Kate Mulgrew had just gotten knocked out of the running since I couldn’t find any pictures of her in anything other than her Star Trek Voyager costume, and it was the repetition of the red and black jumpsuit with shiny Comlink badge that eventually kicked her to the curb. There were runner-up actresses torn from magazines and shreds of unwanted scraps and articles all over the carpet, and I made a half-hearted attempt to kick some of them into a spilled trash can. I had mistakenly thought Vince was the pizza guy, or I would have cleaned up the evidence better, but instead, I just stacked the remaining clippings into one pile, with Lorn Elaine placed on top, before answering the door.

When Vince scanned the mess on the floor he gave me a puzzled look as if he was unsure if he should laugh or call for help. He looked from the floor to the movie on the TV, both which  prominently displayed Lorn Elaine. I panicked and blurted a fake confession rather than reveal my writing project to him: “So, I’m obsessed with an actress,” I said, pretending to be embarrassed, which was easy, since I was. “It isn’t a crime to be a fan,” I said, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t.

“No, in the beginning it never is,” he said, and then threatened to tell our sister and Mom and Dad just for fun. It didn’t matter that I was over thirty; siblings always revert back in time when there’s an opportunity to have fun torturing each other.

Since I didn’t want Lisa, and more so Mom and Dad, to think I was obsessed with an actress, I was forced to counter-threaten Vince. I told him I would tell about all the times he had stolen the neighbor’s garbage when he was eleven. He had become convinced the crazy old lady next door was throwing money or jewelry away just to spite her grown children. She had often ranted about her non-visiting offspring: “They’ll never get a cent from me, or my jewelry,” she would mutter during every conversation, regardless of the subject at hand. You could be in the middle of a conversation with her, like trying to score a lawn-cutting job, and she would find a way to turn it into a tirade about her ungrateful children.

While I had heard her say these things just as Vince had, I didn’t immediately make the leap to steal her garbage, assuming there would be treasures buried inside. In Vince’s defense, the lady was a bit indulgent with the way she packaged and displayed her trash, so it did make it a wee bit suspect . . . still, if I were him, I would have done more research before committing to his scheme. Each week, there were always one or two boxes wrapped in pristine brown paper, creased sharply at the corners and tied neatly with white string, just as you would prepare a Christmas gift to be mailed to a distant relative. They were always very neatly balanced at the very top of the pile of garbage, like she was daring someone to take them, Vince had said . . . and Vince did take them . . . many times.

You might imagine that my brother would have only absconded with the mysterious well-wrapped boxes, but he had a theory that those could be the decoys, so he scurried off every trash day before school with all of the lady’s garbage. If the brown boxes were decoys, they were very good ones since each and every one always contained fish scraps; but Vince explained he was no quitter. He had sallied forth undetected for several weeks, until early one morning I caught him sneaking outside before anyone else was up. He came clean under my swift and thorough interrogation. I learned what he had been doing, and unfortunately for Vince, our neighbor must have gotten wise to the bizarre thievery as well. She began waiting until we had all left for school before she would put out her fish-scrap decoys and treasure-laden trash. However, this turn of events just further convinced my brother it was proof positive she had been discarding her cash and jewels.

Like any smart sibling, I blackmailed Vince for years with that one; so when he brought up the actress obsession again a week later, his concern that I would really reveal his garbage stealing made me suspect he already told at least Lisa about my obsession with an actress. The garbage threat had lessened in power over the years, as it had become a running joke that I kept alive with outrageous “fish gifts” to ensure the memory of his childhood stupidity stay alive. Last year I bought him one of those metal religious fish emblems to put on his car, but Vince upped the ante by buying a second one. He positioned one fish so that it was munching between the back tail fins of the other. Mom had made him remove them pronto by leaving a series of threatening phone messages on his voicemail. I knew Mom was really serious since she had broken her vow to never use voicemail, because, she said, “it’s totally different than an answering machine, and I am not pressing numbers on my phone just because a machine on the other end tells me to.” After all, she had just gotten used to the electronic intrusion of her first answering machine a scant four years ago.

When Vince finally left that evening, I returned to the pile of  actress photos. I looked down to the floor and thought it fitting that Lorn Elaine was on the top of the pile; my selection had been made, however unconsciously. The practical side of me said I knew it would be easier to convince a television actress with slightly less exposure than the other more seasoned actresses to work on a movie project with an unknown writer. However, I also wondered if I picked her not just for her acting skills, but because I liked the sound of her name.

I began my nightly ritual, only with greater purpose this time since I had made my final selection. I pushed the DVD in, and didn’t even consider skipping the credits, although I could recite them in order. Instead, I let them roll as I changed to get ready for bed, taking care to turn toward the television when the music came to a halting pitch because I always liked to see her name, now being able to imagine how it would look under the title of my movie.

I had watched this particular movie of Lorn’s again and again, easily five times as often as I watch her other work, because it was a love story and most like my screenplay. As usual, I had to ignore Jess’s nasty comments coming from the next room as the music from the opening scene of the movie began once again, and sighed with childish hope . . . Lorn Elaine will be the one to bring my writing to life . . . if I can somehow get my screenplay into her hands. Sending the screenplay off blindly just wouldn’t do. I had read many stories about writers who waited for years for a studio or agent to respond to a script so I wanted to get it right into her hands, so she could fight to do the project. I started to drift off to sleep as one of the scenes on the DVD played out in my mind. Lorn, I’m going to make you a star, I thought, ignoring the pesky detail that she wasn’t exactly an unknown celebrity . . . but I could make her a bigger star, now couldn’t I? She was wasting her time with small television roles when my screenplay could make her a movie star. How could she say no to an offer like that?


Chapter Three

Love Lessons from Romey and Juliet

Juliet taught me a lot of things, but the most important was that I was gay. This particular Juliet was not the Shakespeare version, but the Maine version, and there was a vast difference between the two. Mom and Dad were on their brief “Aren’t we just a picture perfect family” kick after the (unannounced) cancellation of the divorce. This meant we rented a cottage up in Maine that summer, I guessed to properly celebrate the separation’s failure. Dad had told us endless stories about his childhood summers in Maine, and Lisa and I speculated he thought spending a summer there would make our family more like the one he grew up in. Since we had spent a lot of time around his constantly feuding family, we could only hope he was wrong.

Our cottage was not “lakeside” and from the day our car pulled into the neighborhood, reeking of blue exhaust and my brother’s ripe gerbil cage, we learned just what this entailed. The house which first caught our attention was the pristine log cabin house with a contradicting batch of grimy children playing in front of it.

“Too bad you’re on the other side,” one of the older boys yelled as our over-packed wagon rolled towards them. “You have no water rights and you can’t use our path unless we say,” the older girl yelled after her brother. Both children had red hair that looked matted in spots, hopefully from tree sap, but probably from grease, and the only way you could tell one was a girl  was the filthy powder-blue pocketbook she had slung over her shoulder. It was worn less like a fashion accessory and more with the attitude of a soldier who had stolen an extra belt of bullets from his freshly killed enemy.

The girl strolled defiantly into the street right in front of the car with her arms crossed. Dad drove carefully and obediently around her, since he was used to accommodating all the females in his life by taking the path of least resistance (it was a path that was well worn and free of weeds). The girl stared back at me, making the exaggerated scowl that children, especially girls, use when they spot someone their own age. Or maybe it wasn’t exaggerated at all, and so I was thankful for the car window that separated us. My mother must have had the same thought because she rolled her window up as if they might decide to spit at her, and it sealed off the sweet smell of pine I was sure belonged to the “Lakeside” of the street. I noticed before she stared me down that the delicate line of freckles across the bridge of this girl’s well-shaped nose conflicted with her hardened attitude. With an attitude that sour, she should have been ugly, but she definitely was not. I guessed she might have even wished she were more ugly, just for the effect it might have on others.

Before Mom’s window went up, I could smell the water, cool and musty like rotting September leaves, except that it was the beginning of summer. Despite the lack of warmth from our welcoming committee, the excited feeling in the pit of my stomach insisted that I would be swimming that day.

We turned away from the log cabin toward a funny-looking cream-colored house with faded brown vinyl trim. I thought perhaps the house had once been white, but now the little cottage was the exact color of whipped cream that had long since spoiled from exposure to the sun, and was outlined in wood painted the color of strips of stale chocolate that had suffered the opposite fate of freezer burn. It was overgrown with vines and spider webs so large they were clearly visible from the street. I  wished silently as hard as I could, but our car turned and parked in front of this tiny, neglected cottage anyway.

Vince was the first to yell from the back seat, “Ooooh, I like it!” and he meant it, because he was still too young to know a dirty thing was generally not a good sign. “It’s so cute!” he said, and I thought if cute meant small, he was right. Not small like Dad’s Divorce Place, but merely a fraction of the house that sat across the street crawling with grimy kids—the same house that entirely blocked any view of the
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