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I was only five when a tiger bit off one of my hands. 

My mother filled a glove with sand and sewed it to my stump. Every year, she cut the seam with a miniature pair of sewing scissors and stitched on a new glove. 

Under my clothes, the skin of my arms and legs became a patchwork. A small pillow with a pattern of rosebuds took the place of a shoulder. 

Dinnertime. My mother sent me outside with a bucket of raw meat. 

With my remaining hand, I rang the bell. I waited as they walked toward me. 
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Mary Lee hasn’t slept in days. The hospital sent the baby to a NICU in the city and discharged Mary Lee after twenty-four hours. She’s already back waiting tables. Fitz has been out of work for almost a year and she can’t afford to lose this job. 

All morning, she pours hot coffee and carries plates of pancakes out from the kitchen. After the lunch rush, she’ll get a little break. Her calves are killing her, and the bottoms of her feet. She ran out of little corn pads but she doesn’t want to ask Fitz to go to the drugstore and buy more. 

When the man in the chambray work shirt puts down his napkin, Mary Lee takes the check to his table. She’s waited on him a couple of times before. As she turns to walk away, he says, “When are you having your baby?”

Her stomach is still a round bulge under her uniform. “Soon,” she says. 

“Well, good luck,” he tells her, and after he finishes with the cashier, Mary Lee sees him go back to the table and slip a twenty-dollar bill under the salt and pepper shakers.

When her shift is over, Fitz meets her out back, by the dumpster. He borrowed a car from one of their neighbors. A couple of years earlier, after his wife left him, the guy slept on their couch for a week. The first night, he and Fitz stayed up late talking, and from the bedroom, with the door closed, Mary Lee could hear him crying. 

It’s almost a two-hour drive to the hospital, and even with the windows open and the radio turned up loud, Mary Lee has trouble keeping her eyes open. “It’s fine,” Fitz says, but she’s afraid to fall asleep. 

It feels like a superstition, but if she doesn’t keep an eye on things, maybe he will fall asleep at the wheel, or have an accident. Fitz is a careful driver, and yet. She just doesn’t want to take any chances.  

The motel, when they turn into the lot, is practically deserted. It’s the off-season. They get a room with large sliding-glass windows overlooking the pool. 

Fitz and Mary Lee wash their faces and undress and climb into bed. It’s then, as she’s dozing off, that her mind starts up again. Thinking of the baby is like touching an infected tooth. The wretchedness and fear radiate through her entire body.  

They don’t know, though. They don’t know anything yet. All they can do is wait until morning and go where they’re told. 

Late that night, Mary Lee hears splashing from outside. She is half asleep. Fitz is sitting up beside her, watching television with the sound turned down. He’s the type who can concentrate on anything.  

Waves of light move across the white ceiling. She is half asleep, it is the middle of the night, and there is the ceiling or sky, the splashing. For a moment, lying there on her back, Mary Lee thinks that she is outside on the water. For a moment, she thinks that she is floating. 
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We went to visit Wendy in the hospital. She had a big white bandage covering her ear. The dog had bitten off the bottom part of her earlobe. Her mother made a fuss over the flowers we brought and served us vanilla ice cream in little dishes. When we got back to the neighborhood, when we were alone again, it was all we could talk about. 

A day or two later, Wendy came home. Our houses were newer builds, all unfenced, and she had been running down the long stretch of our shared backyard, her blond hair like long streamers behind her. She was the fastest runner in the entire fourth grade. The dog had leapt on her back and knocked her to the ground. We had all seen it.  

The doctor stitched her up as best he could, but Wendy was still self-conscious about her ears. She stopped wearing ponytails and let the hole in her other ear close up. Sometimes, if one of us had something she wanted, she’d open her jewelry box and offer earrings in trade.  
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When we were thirteen, for Samantha’s birthday, her parents let her throw a slumber party in their basement. Her birthday was right before Halloween, so we painted each other’s nails black and watched scary movies. Most of the food was regular, but her mother had helped her fix Vienna sausages and catsup to look like severed fingers, and there was a huge bowl of fruit punch with plastic spiders frozen into the ice cubes. 

At one o’clock in the morning, her dad came down and told us to switch off the lights and go to sleep. Then he went upstairs and left us alone again. 

Someone suggested telling ghost stories, and someone else said that ghost stories were boring. We decided to play Truth or Dare. 

The first few rounds were uninspired. Lick the floor, Who do you like?—that sort of thing. Then it was Samantha’s turn. She chose Dare. We got the idea of piercing her ears. 

There was a girl whose older sister had told her that you could do it with ice, a sewing needle, and a potato. Samantha licked her lips and looked from one face to another. She said that she didn’t think there were any potatoes in the house. That was all right, we decided. We didn’t need one. 

We marked a black dot on each earlobe, and when her first ear seemed good and numb, the girl with the older sister tried to stick in the needle. At the last second, Samantha lost her nerve and jerked her head away. The needle punctured her earlobe, but nowhere near the black dot, and we had to wait for Samantha to stop thrashing before we could pull it out again. 

Do you want me to do the other side? the girl with the sister asked. She held up the needle. A drop of blood fell on the carpet. 

Are you crazy, Samantha said. She was trying not to let us see that she was crying.
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We went to visit Samantha when she got home from the doctor. She’d been in bed with a fever for two days before she took off her hat and showed her mother the swollen, oozing ear. 

She was sitting on a chair at the kitchen table. Her ear was loosely bandaged, and she looked terrible, flushed and misshapen. Her hair was stringy and flat in back from lying down for so long. We weren’t sure what was going on under the gauze. Her ear could have turned black and fallen off, for all we knew. We were afraid to ask. So we each drank a glass of apple juice and chewed our nails. 

On the way home, a woman jogged by with a dog on a leash, and Wendy ducked behind us. She was still afraid of dogs, even small ones. 

When we were nine and that dog had leapt on Wendy’s back and knocked her down, her mother had come flying out the back door of their house with a kitchen broom in her hand. 

––––––––
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We turned seventeen, eighteen. That summer, for the last time, we worked at the ice cream parlor and pizzeria in our little town and then drove around until it was far too late, talking. At home we were tired, insolent. Our mothers stood with their hands on their hips and told us to
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