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Dedication

for Susan, my sister

and for Alice, champion, who always says keep going





Binghamton, 1961

You’re late. Two weeks, forty-one hours late, nine pounds, ten ounces. That’s a lot. That’s like a bowling ball coming out of me.

—I’ve heard this part before, Mom.

—Just let me have my say and then you can have yours.

—Fine.

So you’re a giant bowling ball coming out of me. If bowling balls were square. It hurts like a bitch. Honestly. No one mentioned this detail to me in advance. I may as well be pushing out a full-grown adult. Wearing a tweed pantsuit. Think about that. That’s what they should tell kids in sex ed. Not that sex ed exists now, because it doesn’t. Sex exists. Not ed.

It’s 1961. Your father is in the waiting room, of course, because that’s the way it is at this time. No dads, no home video, no breathing techniques. All fine by me, though I wouldn’t hate for someone to mention to me that Pampers exist now. Your father is escorted in as soon as they’ve cleaned you up (god forbid the father should have to see that?) and handed you over to me all wrapped in a pink striped bunting, and when Fred comes over it’s very dear, actually. He peeks down into the bunting, and I see a pleased look on his face that’s different from any I’ve seen him have before. He’s not usually terribly expressive, as you know. But I can see how he feels about you already. I hand you over and realize he’s never held a baby before, that maybe we should have practiced with your cousin or something, because you’re a little unsteady passing between us, but once he’s got you he’s got you.

The next day, we take you home. You’re a good baby, thank god. Sleep through the night, don’t fuss too much, drink formula like a champ—nursing is not considered “modern,” even by doctors (by most, it’s considered icky), and I am perfectly happy to accept this wisdom. And you are exceptionally beautiful. A thicket of dark curls on your day of birth that soon soften to a light brown, dark eyes that soon turn blue—I still don’t know where those came from, since Fred and I both have green eyes, but it’s fine, because your blue eyes are huge and you’re nicely plump, with deliciously squishy baby legs even though my insides and my crotch still feel like the baby Godzilla just left my uterus. Grandmother Crane sends a beautiful layette from Marshall Field’s: a delicate linen dress, a hand-crocheted cardigan, with matching bonnet and booties, though the whole set gets ruined pretty quickly, not very practical for a baby. I told her I’d just as well have stuff from Penney’s, but of course that wasn’t good enough. By the time you’re old enough to walk, between Mother and me, you have an almost exclusively handmade wardrobe. She knits some absolutely darling little sweaters, and I make dresses, some of them smocked; sometimes I make matching dresses for us, and for your doll Bibsy if I have some selvage left over. In any case, you’re a very well dressed, absolutely beautiful little girl, everyone remarks on this, and I am very proud.

Until the tantrums start, around the typical age, two and a half or so. I won’t be around for some of these, but one time there’s a particularly huge fuss about cleaning up your kitchen set. Time to clean up! But why? Because it’s suppertime. Well is it suppertime or cleanup time? First it’s cleanup time, then it’s suppertime. But why? I’m not finished! Because it is, Betsy. But I’m not finished! Yes, you are for now. No! No! I’m not! I’m not finished! I will never be finished! I had read in Dr. Spock that you’re supposed to throw your child in a bathtub of cold water during a tantrum, but on this occasion there’s no time for that, and now that it’s happening I can’t imagine how there’d ever be time for that, you’d basically have to have a bathtub full of cold water ready to go, though with the increasing frequency of your fits it might be worth it. So I run to the kitchen and grab a glass of water and throw it on you, and sure enough, you do stop yelling for a brief moment, no doubt because you’re completely stunned. I’m going to tell my daddy on you! you say, and I have to leave the room, otherwise I will laugh.

—I’m thinking you have an unfair advantage, at least when it comes to my first eighteen years, because you were there.

—Not always.

—Good point.





Muscatine, 1936

Okay. Muscatine, Iowa. June of 1936.

You’re born in Muscatine. Edna, your mother, has been a homemaker since your older sister, Marjorie, was born a couple years earlier. Before that she worked at the Heinz factory for a while. Walter, your father, is the editor of the Muscatine Journal. Member of the lodge.

—Which lodge?

—I don’t know, some lodge. A lodge is a lodge.

—Don’t tell him that.

—Mom, Grandpa’s long gone.

—Well, so am I, Betsy, but you’re talking to me.

—Okay, whatever! Let’s say it’s a Moose lodge.

—Let’s say? You don’t think we should try to be accurate?

—Well, it’s not a memoir. It’s just a story.

—But it’s a true story.

—It’s not a true story, though. That’s not what we’re doing. Do you think you know my story?

—Yes. I don’t know. Maybe. More than you think.

—Lemme just keep going.

You’re kind of a sickly baby. You have the croup a lot and your father is always at work or at the lodge, doing lodge things, making secret lodge greetings with the other men in their fezzes, smoking cigars and telling bawdy jokes. Your mother’s tired all the time though she never complains about it one bit. Marjorie isn’t any much easier than you, she hasn’t had the croup, but she’s a handful. Won’t go down for a nap, not ever. Always loud and asking annoying questions nonstop and by the time you’re born she’s already got an opinion about everything.

—I dunno about the croup, but so far the rest of that is pretty believable.

—Shhh!

But you’re a good kid. You and Marjorie share a double bed until she goes to college, and you fight a lot (or, all the time). You think Marjorie is a pill and Marjorie thinks you’re a pill and you’re both right, but it’s a different era, and you’re well-behaved kids, nobody rats their hair or makes out with boys, none of that. Well, Marjorie comes home and kicks you out of the bedroom one night for a sleepover with a girlfriend (you are part miffed to be kicked out, part happy to get to sleep downstairs in the den by yourself), and when you go back upstairs to brush your teeth you hear her giggling and giggling with her friend Effie and you hear some boys’ names you haven’t heard before, Roger and Ted, and Effie asking Marjorie to tell her everything, everything! about what it was like, and you don’t know what it is, you’re maybe eleven at this time, but you know it’s something you will never, ever do. You just know.

When you’re fifteen, your first boyfriend takes you to sophomore prom for your third date. Told you, you say to Marjorie, sticking your tongue out at her. Be careful or I’ll cut that off, sassypants. You ask her, How come you’re not going to the senior prom, Marjorie? knowing full well that she didn’t get asked because her boyfriend just dumped her for the most popular girl in school. Prom’s stupid, Marjorie says. Only prisses go. The boyfriend is cute enough, a bit of a dullard, on the debating team, Bo-ring, picks you up in his dad’s Buick, you’re wearing a pale lavender tulle dress you and Mother made together, absolutely dreamy, and having a boyfriend is definitely better than not having a boyfriend, your sister was right about that. The girls who don’t have boyfriends are either ugly or are tramps who’ll go with whoever. You want to get a pin. Sooner or later all these boys want hanky-panky, though, so each year you solve this problem by simply trading in last year’s guy for a new one; in succession these boys are heartbroken—this is the heartbreak of three boys’ lives, though you’ll never know it. You join the school chorus, switching after years of humdrum clarinet, something you’re enthusiastic about, maybe for the first time.

Your father doesn’t know that Effie’s great-grandmother was colored (Effie herself doesn’t know this yet), because if he did, she would for sure not be sleeping in a room with you and your sister, would not be over at the house at all. You know this because of that time you invited your friend Ginny over to play dolls and didn’t think to mention the color of her skin. In retrospect, you should have thought to mention it, since Daddy had more than a time or twenty or thirty made his views on the subject clear. You’ve heard him come home from work grumbling about how ever since that pinko Truman’s been in office the world’s gone to heck in a handbasket. Robinson in the majors, and now they’re voting in the House? Malarkey. It’ll be years before you add any of this up, you don’t know who Robinson is or whose house he’s talking about, you just know to steer clear when he gets on a tear like that. Still, when Ginny comes over and your father comes home from work and you ask if Ginny can stay for dinner all he says is No, but you haven’t ever seen him look like that before, like there isn’t a more horrible thing in the world to him than Ginny being there for even another minute, and you’re fairly sure Ginny knows that too, even though her being a little girl is maybe the only reason he doesn’t say anything more before he goes and gets your mother. Grandma quietly (though visibly ashamed—she’s a good Christian woman who isn’t in the habit of sending people away, colored or not) helps Ginny gather her things to go home.

After, Ginny and you are forbidden even to speak at school, so you ask questions: Why not? Why not? What did she do? (You almost ask How will you know if Ginny and I speak at school, but that’s likely to result in a swat on the bottom, plus you’re sure he will somehow know if you and Ginny speak at school, you never forgot him telling you that newspapermen have eyes and ears everywhere.) Your father tells you he’s disappointed that you don’t already know, which is disappointing to you. Those people should stay with their own, Lois, he says, which is a punch to your little gut, Those people—what this means about what Ginny did wrong, and what you did wrong by bringing her over—and you make a plan in your mind to be friends with Ginny when you grow up.

—Okay, you’re pretty good at this.

—Thanks, Mom.

—I mean, that might be made up, but it could have happened. Maybe it did happen.

—Well, but it’s important that everyone understands this isn’t what actually happened, only what could have happened.

—That’s what I said, Betsy. It could have happened. I said “could.” In this case, it’s fairly close to what actually did happen.

—Yes, but that’s not what I want. I want it to be only things that could have happened but didn’t. I want the characters and their relationships to be real, but not the exact circumstances. Only similar, believable circumstances.

—But wait, why does it matter what the reader thinks about it?

—Because it’s the whole premise of the story. We’re sitting here having this conversation because there was so much about the other’s private lives that neither of us really knew. You know what I mean: I wasn’t alive when you were a girl. I might know a story or two you told me about your childhood, but a lot of times it was just like, “Daddy wouldn’t let me have my black friends over.” So this way I can make that a more fully realized story, filling in details I couldn’t have known. We can even make up whole scenes based on nothing more than scraps of information. I know where you were married. You know where I went to college.

—Sure, I get that. I’m just saying it could be true. I still don’t see why it matters how people read it.

—I don’t know, Mom. Because it just does.

—That sounds like a Lois answer.

—I am your kid. I’m never unclear about that.





Marjorie Did It

The Christmas when you’re seven, after much discussion, your mother and father decide it’s time to bring home a puppy, a West Highland white terrier. This is, without a doubt, the greatest thing that has ever happened in the history of great things. Marjorie is less sure, because when Daddy brings him out, he hands you the puppy first, so in this moment Marjorie has never been more sure that you are the favorite, whether or not that’s true. The puppy is supremely cute, a wiggly little sausage of white fuzz—but this moment is altogether different for Marjorie from the one you’re having. You’re slow to pick up on anything beyond the puppy licking your face, in spite of the fact that Marjorie is whining that she wants her turn, and Mother quickly takes the puppy from you to hand it to Marjorie, who gives you the raspberry. Let’s name him Whitey! you say, your father says That sounds like a good one. Marjorie rolls her eyes. Yeah, that took a lot of brainpower, how ever did you come up with that? she says, to which you say, Because he’s white! as though that isn’t the very reason for Marjorie’s little barb, which has gone right over your head. Tell them the rules, Mother, your father says, sitting back down in his chair. He lights a cigarette and rubs the eczema from his arms, an unconscious habit that your mother cannot break him of and which has left a fine white dust that no amount of daily vacuuming can fully remove from the deep recesses of the chair. You will later say you felt you knew that dust better than you ever knew him. I swear, Mother says, one day this chair will be made entirely of your father, an image you can’t quite make sense of. He’s got one of those nubby beanbag ashtrays that sits on the arm of the chair (which beanbag has its own weather system of dust), and a pocket on the side for his Reader’s Digests, his primary occupation when he’s not at work or the lodge. Mother explains all the work that goes into having a dog: feeding, walks, grooming; she will supervise, but this is to be your responsibility. And if you don’t keep it up, sayonara, Whitey! your father says. Neither of you kids has ever heard the word “sayonara” before, but you get the gist. And because you are good kids, you both care for the puppy well, walking and feeding him on schedule, though ultimately you and the puppy become so inseparable that Marjorie gives up trying and you happily take on her Whitey chores just so you can say he’s your dog. At one point you make the case for letting him sleep in your bed, to which Daddy laughs in your face. Lois already hogs the bed as it is! Marjorie says. Do not! Do so! We’ll both stay on my side, I promise! No dogs in the bed, Daddy says. That’s that. I win, Marjorie says. You give her a big wet raspberry close to her face, she gives you a shove. Daddy! Marjorie shoved me!

Now you’re eight, Marjorie’s eleven. Whitey is overall a great dog but has gotten into the habit of barking incessantly when no one is home and then again for another hour or two after you get home from school. The neighbors all around have complained and you have tried various things with no success: alarm clocks, stuffed toys, putting him in a crate in the basement; all seem only to make him bark more.

One afternoon you come home from school and there is no barking and there is no Whitey greeting you at the door. Whitey! Here, Whitey! Nothing. Marjorie, where’s Whitey? you call upstairs. How should I know? He’s your dog, she yells down. Mother emerges from her sewing room to tell you not to worry, she put Whitey out in the yard to chase a squirrel. Phew! you say and head for the back door. Whitey! you call, but he doesn’t come running, and you don’t hear him and you don’t see him and you’re not worried yet because he has a long staked chain for when he’s outside and sometimes he sleeps in a cubbyhole under the back porch, which is exactly where you find him, but which is weird, because he usually wakes up when he hears you call him. Hey, Whitey, you say, and something moves in your stomach you’ve never felt before, it isn’t nausea, it isn’t butterflies, it’s a new and terrible moving, and you bend down and reach out to Whitey and he is as still as the ground beneath him, and you start to shake, and you say, Whitey, even though you already know, you’ve never seen anything more dead than a smushed spider before but you know Whitey’s gone, and you burst into tears, calling Mommy! Whitey! Mommy! Mommy! Though you always call your father Daddy, you almost never call your mother Mommy. She comes running outside, sees you crying, Whitey! you say again, she looks under the porch at Whitey and back at you, takes you into her chest, you’re heaving now, Shh, child, it must have been Whitey’s time to go to heaven. Marjorie comes outside and asks what the crybaby’s crying about this time, sees Whitey under the porch, goes a bit white; Marjorie’s tougher than you but it’s still a lot for a kid to take, her cute dog dead under the porch. Marjorie says nothing, just sits down. You look at Marjorie with suspicion. She’s not upset. You’ve read a half-dozen Nancy Drew books. The quiet ones are always the suspects.

Your father digs a grave for Whitey in the back, puts him in a cardboard box. The only thing worse than seeing Whitey in that box is seeing your father close the box. He puts the box into the hole in the ground, shovels the dirt back onto it. The four of you are standing around the grave, staring at the hole in the ground. Can I go inside now? Marjorie asks. Shush, Mother says. You’ve never been to any kind of a funeral before. Your mother asks if you’d like to say a few words. To Whitey? you ask. Can he still hear me? In a way, yes, she says. You know how the lord watches us, and we say prayers to him, even though we can’t see him? You do know, though you have never understood this; the concept is frightening, that entities are watching you that can’t be seen: newspapermen, the lord. Good-bye, Whitey. You have no words. Your frown is like a caricature of a frown, chin out, lower lip forward and trembling. It’s the worst kind of sadness you’ve known, but you can think of nothing else to say. You stand there silent, Marjorie sighs and huffs loudly, waiting for the go-ahead to leave. You remember something from Brenda Starr.

I will avenge your death!

That night, you position yourself at the very edge of the bed, as far away from your dog-murdering sister as you possibly can; a centimeter closer and you’d be in real peril. I know what you did, you whisper to Marjorie, facing away. What? Marjorie asks. She hasn’t heard you. I know. I know.





Good Luck

It’s 1942. You’re six, Marjorie’s nine. You and Marjorie are getting dressed for church. Marjorie laughs hysterically upon noticing that your blouse is inside out. No it is not! Look at the seams, dum-dum, that goes on the inside, not the outside. Shut up! You’re a dum-dum! Hey, I don’t care if you want to embarrass yourself. Mother hears the scuffle and comes in, screwing on one of her real pearl earrings. Girls! What’s this fuss about? Marjorie called me a dum-dum! Lois said “shut up”! Girls. That’s enough. Lois, sweetie, let me help you fix your blouse. She takes your blouse off and turns it inside out, helps you button it up. Told you, Marjorie says. You stick your tongue out at her. Enough, girls. Goodness, you’re on your way to church, this is no way to behave. Why do we have to go anyway, Mother? Lois, we’ve talked about this many times, she says, helping you on with your sweater. Because that’s where the lord is, Marjorie says with no affect, not helping to convince you. You have heard that the lord is other places too, specifically wherever you are. You have talked about this many times, or perhaps more correctly you have been talked to about this many times, but you are coming into an age when new information sometimes causes confusion, where there are gaps between answers and questions, when you could ask about ten different questions in response to That’s where the lord is, though this will come to no good. There’s usually a one-question-per-kid allotment about such matters before you are shushed and given the customary That’s just the way it is, or The lord works in mysterious ways, which is creepy and unsettling, because that could mean anything; if the lord works in such mysterious ways, couldn’t he just creep right into your room at night and spy on you and take your things and who knows what else? But you keep it to yourself, store up your questions. Go downstairs and get your coats on, girls, Mother says, I just have to remind your father when to take the pie out of the oven before we go. How come Daddy doesn’t ever have to come to church? you ask before you can remember to be quiet. Remembering to be quiet has proven to be a challenge. Because he’s the man, Lois. You have by now gathered a certain amount of information about what the man does versus what the woman does. The man, as you add it up, does whatever he feels like or doesn’t, and the woman does everything else. The why of it, you have no idea.

I want to be a man when I grow up, you tell Marjorie. Marjorie laughs, says Good luck. You have no idea what’s so funny.

At nine or ten, during science class, you mix some chemicals together that burn your eyes, and after this you have to wear glasses. Mother wears glasses, so you don’t mind—you like being like your mother—but Marjorie calls you “four-eyes” and so you try not to wear them any more than you have to. Marjorie says Ha-ha, good luck getting a boyfriend, four-eyes, and nine- or ten-year-old you begins to fear you’ll never have a boyfriend; even though you have previously not been so sure you wanted one, you want one now because Marjorie thinks you won’t ever have one, and that is enough to make it a priority in the near future, when people start having boyfriends, which is thankfully a few grades away yet. You have no idea how beautiful you are. When you’ve asked Am I beautiful? the answer more than once has come back Charm is deceitful and beauty is vain, but the meaning of this phrase is never explained to your satisfaction. You are told further that the lord shall cut off all flattering lips and the tongue that speaketh proud things, triggering a series of nightmares in which your face ceases to exist from the nose down. Nor are you clear on the difference between metaphorical and literal, and by the time you learn about this in English a couple of years later it will be far too late. You will be told how gorgeous you are, often, in that already-too-far-away future, long past the time when it might have settled in your mind as true. Marjorie has always known, but she’s always been jealous, so she won’t be the one to point it out.





Hurricane Betsy

Your father gets offered a teaching job in Baton Rouge, nine hundred miles south, and takes it.

Hurricane Betsy arrives when you’re about four. The worst hurricane in forty years, say the news reports. Fred and I find this real funny, since it hits us in Louisiana not long after your lengthy tantrum period has finally come to an end. We lose power for several days, a couple of small trees, but we’re lucky overall. You imagine, based on your knowledge of The Wizard of Oz, that your house could up and fly away with you in it and land somewhere else, that this might be exciting, like, what if it landed in New York City, where Mommy keeps going? You don’t have any clear picture of New York at this point, though I’ve sent you a copy of Eloise, so you more or less imagine your house blowing onto the top of the Plaza Hotel, and you and Mommy and Daddy together again, everything pink and stripey and happy and togethery. Your father explains to you the difference between a hurricane and a tornado, what the winds and rains are capable of doing. A flat, wet house does not sound so great.

I’m going back and forth between there and New York often during this time, but your dad takes good care of you while I’m away. When you’re not at school, he’s on the floor of your bedroom pretending to be the mommy in the kitchen with no complaint, and knowing him, no concern at all about the irony of that; he’s at the edge of your bed reading you books, there are never enough books, he reads you the same books over and over, The Bad Child’s Book of Beasts, Hop on Pop, gets you new books from the library every week. You ask for one more book every night and he reads one more and you ask for one more again and he reads one more again and if you wake up from a bad dream, which happens often, because sometimes he lets you watch The Man from U.N.C.L.E. (just because the sounds of Napoleon Solo and Illya Kuryakin’s names please you), even though you don’t understand most of what the show is about and the overall tension level makes you dream that you’re being chased through your kindergarten by Soviet spies, he comes and sits with you in the dark and tells you that all Soviet kindergarten spies have been apprehended by Solo and Kuryakin, not to worry. He takes you to the zoo, he brushes your hair, he makes sure you brush your teeth; he’s not so good at doling out punishment, but generally you don’t need too much of that. He writes me to say that you’re the best, brightest daughter ever, and that you learn to read when you’re three, can’t get enough of it. You write me letters like this (transcribed by your father, of course):

                    Dear Mommy,

                    I can only write the alphabet letters now but I can read! I sound out the words and Daddy is happy. We read all day. I am a big girl now. Daddy says so. Daddy plays kitchen with me and puts my bathing suit on me and turns on the sprinkler outside and I run in it. I hope New York is fine.

Love,                    

Betsy                    





That Ain’t Right

One afternoon when you’re about five, you’re next door at your friend Linda’s house making a fort out of blankets and sofa cushions that is intended to be a home in which you are the dad. You have volunteered to be the dad, even though Linda says she was going to make you be the dad anyway because House decides, Betsy. You start to say why you actually want to be the dad; Linda almost asks why any girl would want to be the dad and not the mom, which is obvious to you but not to her, but she stops herself because she doesn’t want to risk you changing your mind and then having to explain to you what House decides means. Linda is a nice Southern girl, and you are also a Southern girl now, technically, though you were born a Yankee; maybe that’s a mixed blessing, but of the two I think it’s the better. You make pretend dinner in the kitchen, pretend pork chops and pretend frozen peas from the pretend refrigerator (a scratchy sofa cushion, set on end) while Linda pretend vacuums the floor. What would you like for dinner, dear? Linda asks, and you put on a deep voice and say I’m making pork chops and peas, and Linda says What, no, the daddy doesn’t make the dinner, and you say in your own voice Sure he does, and Linda is now wondering if you live in Backwards World, says No, the daddy goes to his work and then when he gets home he sits down at the table and asks where dinner is. This is the first you’ve heard of this; there may have been a moment when some version of this happened back in Binghamton, but you have no recollection of it. Your dad teaches music at college, which to you means he does this by some kind of telepathic singing magic, because he is almost always home when you’re home. Yes, you do go to kindergarten, so you don’t know that he is gone for some of those hours, but he is there to make oatmeal or eggs and toast in the morning, and he is there to take you to school, and he is there to pick you up from school, and he is there to play with you after school, and he is there to make dinner, give you a bath, read you books at bedtime, tuck you in, come back in when you have nightmares, and he’s there for more of the same every other day of the week. What? You look at Linda like she’s crazy. Nuh-uh, you say, Yuh-huh, she says Ask anyone, and you say I don’t have to ask anyone, I know what’s true, and she says You don’t! and you say I do too! My daddy makes the dinner! and Linda says No he does not, and you say He does too! and Linda asks Well why doesn’t your momma make dinner? That’s the right way, and you tell her your mommy goes away to work, and Linda shakes her head and says Oooh, like this is just terrible, says That ain’t right. You say Don’t say that! She says Well it ain’t. The momma takes care of the babies and the daddy goes to work. You say Shut up! kicking down the cushion that’s holding the whole structure in place. Linda says Oooh, that’s not nice, I’m telling. You stop yourself from saying she’s lucky you didn’t kick her. You say Well, I’m telling, too, even though as soon as you say it you’re not quite sure what it is you might be telling.

You run home and enter the house yelling. Daddy! Daddy! Linda was mean! What? I’m sure she didn’t mean to be, come tell me about it. I told her the daddy makes dinner and she said that ain’t right. Isn’t right, he says. Isn’t right, you say; you’re prone to picking up poor grammar habits, he’s prone to nipping that in the bud. Well, pumpkin, we are doing it just a little differently than some people do it right now, he says. What do you mean? When I was growing up, he says, more often than not, mommies stayed home and daddies went to work. That’s how my folks did it, although my mother was a schoolteacher briefly before she married my father. Waaaay back before I was born, if women worked, it was usually before they got married, or it was in very specific fields: schoolteachers, nurses, like that. Now things are changing, and some mommies are also going to work. It might seem different to Linda. But that doesn’t make it wrong. It’s not wrong. When he says these last two sentences, you’re not fully convinced that he’s fully convinced. You’re a perceptive kid, but you’re four, not in any position to challenge him. Fred’s changing with the times, semi-reluctantly. He has the sense that when you grow up, you might be able to do whatever you might like to do, and he wants this for you, though he misses me and wishes I didn’t have to be away quite so much. C’mon, your father says, let’s bake some sugar cookies. I got a couple of new cookie cutters—a horse, a dog, and a house, and I got us some blue sprinkles. Okay! you say. Can we get a real horse and a real dog too? Umm, I think you’re going to have to make do with baking and eating them for now. Fine.

—Did that really happen?

—Didn’t you just finish saying you specifically wanted things that didn’t happen?

—I did.

—So I’m doing it your way.

—Well, it seems believable.

—What does that mean? You think I can’t guess?

—I think maybe you could guess but you wouldn’t want to.

—All right. That’s fair enough. It may have been true once, but things are different now, Betsy.

—Huh.

—Look, if I only tell you what I know for sure, your part of the story is going to be very short and possibly not as interesting as mine. You kept a lot of things to yourself, Betsy.

—That’s true. You could have kept more things to yourself.

—You’d be surprised.

—Or not.





New York City, 1967

Your father and I sit you down and explain what divorce means, that he and I have grown apart, that we both love you very much but that we are not going to live together anymore, that he has accepted a teaching job in Iowa, and that you will visit him there, but you will come with me to New York City, where there are opportunities for me that don’t exist in Iowa. I can see your little brain wheels speeding up, that you are imagining that his work in Iowa is only temporary, just like when I was away working when we lived in Louisiana, but you don’t ask any questions, so at first I assume you’re fine, that you understand. We tell you to just keep being the brave and strong little girl we know you are, and things will be fine, almost like they always were. Your father helps me pack up our things for the move, though after everything is divided up neither of us seems to have much, and when we get to the apartment it suddenly feels rather big: it’s only a two-bedroom, but we don’t have much more than a single bed for each bedroom, four Victorian parlor chairs, and a love seat for the living room.

In the weeks after our arrival, from your height of forty-two inches, you begin to store away vast files of information about our new city. It’s hard to tell exactly what conclusions you draw, only that your eyes are always wide open, that you’re aware of your surroundings and that you have not yet made sense of them for yourself, because I get asked a lot of questions I don’t have good answers for. Where are all the houses? People don’t really live in houses here. Why not? Maybe because it’s such a small island? It’s an island? Where is the beach? There is no beach. I thought islands had a beach. Not this one. Why aren’t there more trees? There are more trees in the park. Why is there so much trash in the street? I don’t know. What is that man doing with his pants down? I don’t know. Don’t look at that. Why is that lady’s skirt up so high? Because she’s trampy. What’s trampy? Never mind. Why is everyone a different color here? Because everyone doesn’t hate people who are different colors here. What? Never mind. What does pendejo mean? I don’t know. What does fuck mean? Never mind. How could that guy fall asleep in the middle of Broadway? He might not have another place to sleep. Why not? Maybe he doesn’t have a job. Why not? He’s probably lazy. Why is that lady shouting at nobody? That lady’s just crazy. It seems like there are a lot of crazy people here. There are. Why is it so loud in the subway? They’re trains—trains are loud. Why is it so loud here, everywhere? Because millions of people live here. Why do those cigarettes smell so bad? All cigarettes smell bad. What’s that smell? I don’t know. What’s that smell? I don’t know. What’s that other smell? I don’t know. Why is everything so smelly? Why is there writing on everything? Is it okay to write on things here? I thought it wasn’t okay to write on things. What are those people doing? What are those people doing?

Your reserve of questions is endless, and eventually I give up and tell you I don’t know everything, which happens on the first day of first grade. On the walk to school, you say Daddy knows everything, let’s ask Daddy, at which time I say We’ll talk about it after school, and you look up at your new school, which does not look like your old school, it looks to be covered in a hundred years of filth, dark and dirty and massive, like if you go in you will very obviously not come out, it looks like a big giant haunted house from a scary movie, not like your kindergarten in Louisiana, which was painted white and had a flower garden in front. Where are the flowers? Well, there might not be flowers at this school. Where is the playground? It’s right here, honey, I say, pointing to some girls doing double dutch. That’s an alley, Mommy, that’s not a playground, but it is a playground, it’s clearly connected to the school, and even if it is a crummy one, it’s definitely a playground, and you pull on me, trying to go back toward home, away from the doors of the school, you say I don’t want to go to this school, and I say You don’t get to pick, this is your school, come on, it’ll be great, you love school, and you say No, I don’t, this school looks like jail. You start crying for your father, Where’s Daddy, where’s Daddy, I want Daddy, I want Daddy, ceaselessly loud, gulping, inconsolable crying for your father. Daddy lives in Iowa now. What? Whyyyy? Remember, we told you before we came here, Daddy and Mommy don’t live together anymore? No you didn’t tell me that! Yes, honey, we did, you and I live here now, it’s your first day of school! No! I don’t remember anything! Sweetheart, you’ll make new friends, you’ll learn all kinds of new things. No! I don’t want new friends! I want Daddy! Come on, remember how much you love school? No! I don’t! I only love Daddy! I want to go back! I want Daddy! I remind you, again, that we explained about where Daddy was, and that you’d see him as soon as he sent us money. We don’t have money? Not enough. Why won’t he send it? He says he doesn’t have any more to send, but that isn’t true, his parents have plenty. Why won’t they send it? Because your grandmother isn’t a very nice person and she hates me, now come on, honey, let me walk you to your cubby. Noooo! It’s all I can do to get you to take off your jacket and hang it up. Honey, you have to stop crying. I can’t! I will never stop crying! You cry when the teacher gently takes your hand. Don’t goooo! It is reported to me later that you have cried all day. We go through this the next day and the next day, until I become sure you’ll never stop, and you don’t stop until around Thanksgiving, I suspect mostly because you’re finally exhausted.

Around this time, a girl in your class named Alex says hi when you get placed in a special group of kids who can already read. Another girl named Liz is also in this group, and the three of you become fast friends, having playdates at each other’s houses. We don’t do this at our house often. Because why? Because I can’t deal with it. That’s just the truth. I can handle one friend over at a time, if you play quietly in your room. So you go to the other girl’s houses, where you’re free to get more rambunctious (though you’re not what I’d call rambunctious anyway), where there are siblings, where there are toys and games and snacks other than celery and cream cheese. Alex and Liz are both nice, bright girls, much more outgoing than you, and one day at Alex’s house you and Alex and Liz are playing psychologist, which is what Alex’s mother does for a living. Alex is usually the psychologist in this game, since she knows the most about it, and Liz volunteers to be the first patient; you’re undecided at this point, so at first you just watch and learn. Alex sits in an armchair in the living room and directs Liz to sit on the sofa. Wait! Alex says I forgot something, reaches for a box of tissues to put in front of Liz. I don’t have a runny nose, Liz says, a little defensively, and Alex says It’s for if you have to cry, and Liz says I don’t have to cry, and Alex says You might feel like crying soon, and Liz says I won’t! although she does feel a tiny bit like crying already just because she doesn’t understand what Alex is talking about, and even Alex doesn’t exactly understand why there is crying in psychology. Alex herself has briefly been to a child psychologist, when she was four, doesn’t remember
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