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"We have no reason to mistrust our world, for it is not against us. Has it 
terrors, they are our terrors; has it abysses, these abysses belong to us; if 
there are dangers at hand, we must try to love them... we must hold to the 
difficult, then that which now still seems to us the most alien will become 

what we most trust and find most faithful. …Perhaps everything terrible is in 
its deepest being something helpless that wants help from us.”  

 
– Rainer Maria Rilke 

 
 

 

      “We live in each other’s shadows.” - Irish proverb 
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BACKWARDS WE SPELL JAPAN  
 

 
 Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie. Backwards the first letters of our names spell 

JAPAN. We always know that. We children always know that our father is Dutch and 

that he is a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp. 

“Those dirty Japs,” Mom always says. “Thank God for the atomic bomb.”  

It was during World War II. Our father was born on the island of Java. Before it 

was called Indonesia. Before, when it was a Dutch colony run by the Dutch East India 

Company. In the 1700s. One Captain Straub was our seafaring ancestor who married a 

princess from the island of Madura.  

My father lived on tea and sugar plantations cleared from the jungle. He lived 

with my grandmother Oma, his two sisters and my grandfather Straub, a mechanical 

engineer who kept the plantation machinery going. He starved to death in a forced labor 

POW camp outside of Tokyo. I know him only as a charcoal drawing on white paper 

hanging above my father’s bed. 

 

We know that our father is a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp 

because Mom tells everybody. The people with blank faces at St. Ambrose Church that 

Mom forces me to attend, to my neighbor Leslie’s mother, to Lou the skinny milkman 

who nods and nods and nods. 

“They don’t know about the dirty Japs, Patti,” she says to me.  

I tell Mom about the Holocaust we are studying in school. Gritty black-and-white 

films of shriveled corpses bulldozed into pits, Jews’ hair made into rugs, their skin into 
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soap.  

“Tell your teacher your father was a child survivor of a Japanese concentration 

camp,” Mom says. I do.  My teacher stares at me bewildered. 

“Is your father Japanese?”  

No, no. I shake my head.  

“Is he Jewish?”  

No, no. I can’t speak. I feel it stuck in my throat. My family is in the wrong 

concentration camp. 

 

We know that our father is a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp. We 

go to the K-Mart, Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie. With Mom, who chases down blue-

light specials for cheap blue-and-red plaid shirts.  

“Come on, kids, hurry!” she says, running.  

It’s Hiroshima Nagasaki Day. August 6, 1976 in Boulder, Colorado. We stop at 

the snack stand for white hoagie sandwiches with ham and lettuce and mayonnaise. Mom 

orders water, but Nancy pleads for Icees. Mom thinks, and then says OK. We hold the 

waxy Icee drink cups with polar bear triangles on the side, which Albert cuts out and 

mails in for free cheapo gifts. The Icee cups full of red slush that make it easy for Nancy 

and me to shoplift red fingernail polish in.  

“$4.95,” the girl behind the counter says. She is bored, with blond-feathered hair. 

She could be a stand-in for Farrah Fawcett on Charlie’s Angels. I wonder, Why am I not 

her? She glosses her lips with a sour grape Bonnie Bell lip smacker. She stares at Mom’s 

nose, broken in 1952 when she was kicked by a horse. Plastic surgery wasn’t too good 
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back then, and now her nose looks like someone mashed a wad of silly putty on the tip. ���

 “Do you know what today is?” Mom asks. The girl shrugs. “It’s Hiroshima 

Nagasaki Day. When we bombed the Japs.” I press my face to the glass food case, watch 

my nose leave a crescent of steam.  

“You know, my husband is a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp,” 

Mom says, fishing through her big, black second-hand handbag. “If we didn’t drop the 

atomic bomb, none of these children would be standing here in front of you.” We suck 

our Icees, bite the straws, shoulders hunched, backs turned. We disappear into our own 

fantasy. We are not here with Mom. Not in our bodies. Not with this moment. 

 “Shit, dog shit. Bobbie rocco moco poco pup,” Mom says. Mom can’t find the 

money. She can find the car keys at the bottom of the bag, along with the broken lipstick 

containers, cracker crumbs and dried lemon slices swiped from restaurants. She can find 

the coupons, the dry felt-tip pens, the spare Kotex that will catch her diarrhea that 

suddenly comes on out of nowhere, because she ate too many tomatoes or drank too 

much black coffee. The diarrhea that drops in small brown stains behind her after she 

quickly pays the girl then shuffles to the bathroom at the back of the store.  

 Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie. We wolf down our hoagies sitting in the yellow 

and orange snack booths waiting for Mom. Nancy is the oldest, older than me by six 

years. Then came Albert, ten months later. Irish twins, my father always says. Then came 

me, born late, the day after Christmas, 1966. And then Jeanie, two Februarys later. Mom 

always says we were accidents. Four 10-pound accidents. She could have found 

somebody rich, married Liberace, or Onassis, or somebody else. But she asked our father 

to marry her and she got us.  
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We return home from K-Mart after Mom made several stops at garage sales while 

we kids roasted in the hot car waiting. We go through the white screen door where a 

witch puppet hangs. Mom bought it in Santa Fe. With its mean staring eyes and thin 

white cornsilk hair, a rectangular mouth full of clenched teeth. The screen door’s spring 

is broken so it goes “Whack” when it closes after us. 

 

We know that our father is a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp. We 

are packed in our house together, like the thousands packed into the concentration camp, 

in the monastery at Ambarawa 7 on Java where Dad lived alone for two years as a little 

boy. We are packed into a tiny box-shaped house that has no dining room and no family 

room. Jeanie and Albert are together in one bedroom, Nancy and me in another. Then 

Mom and Dad in the big bedroom. But Mom is everywhere. She is in the oversized 

painting of fishing boats washed on the shore, mysteriously without fishermen, hanging 

crooked in the living room. She is the collection of pen-and-ink caricature drawings on 

the wall, her oversized head looking like a young Johnny Cash with long hair, her hand 

posed with a writing quill. She is the innumerable scattering of out-of-date books, 

astronomy, chemistry, world encyclopedias and communist China film strips grabbed 

from the free box at the Boulder Valley School’s discard sale. She is the neighbors’ trash 

cans that she digs through, searching, pulling, hauling things back to the house — old 

wood, broken mirrors, locks with no keys. She is the popcorn-yellow paint in the kitchen 

laced heavy with gray cobwebs and pork sausage grease splatters, the pork sausage 

grease saved in a coffee cup that smells up the kitchen, smells up the house, fouls my 

heart. She is the cut up clothing laying all over the floor, on every floor, in every corner, 
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heaped like refugee rag dolls, along with the piles of records, ripped up hand bags, old 

cans of blue paint. The blue paint she painted the outside of the house without finishing 

the job, the blue paint that streaks the back of the bathroom door, that is all over the 

porcelain toilets, all over the tips of her shoes to cover the scuff marks. 

We know that our father is a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp. 

“Scrape your plate. I should put you in a concentration camp and let you starve.” 

That’s what Mom says at the dinner table while we stare at the trash piled high on the 

fake wood table -- the elastic cut off from Dad and Albert’s old underwear, the coupons 

glued together with spilled milk and mold, the thimbles, newspaper clippings, spilled salt, 

nuts and bolts, the unwashed dishes, dirty knick-knacks from garage sales, the dusty 

plastic flowers falling out of a dented aluminum tea kettle.   

We eat Mom’s cooking, eat chipped beef that was boiled in a plastic bag, or chew 

green peppers stuffed with white rice off of chipped plates. We drink from faded, plastic 

glasses that once had pink and green beach scenes on them. Mom found them last week 

at a garage sale for a quarter. 

 We hold Mom’s cooking in our mouths, peppers stuffed with rice with no flavor. 

We wipe our faces with paper towels when she’s not looking and unload the mouthfuls in 

them. We slink under the table. We try to escape. I pick through the broken cookies at the 

bottom of the wooden cookie jar, brushing off the tiny bugs and old crumbs clinging to 

them. 

 

We know that our father is a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp. 

How he starved. A 10-year old boy, taken from his mother and sisters and put in a camp 



	   12	  

for old men and adolescent boys. The jongenscamp. Surviving on clothing starch, snails, 

grass or scraping the ultra-thin layer inside a banana peel, or filling his belly up with the 

compressed straw that was for the guards’ pigs, or drinking from toilets in the dark of the 

night, or crouching by the bamboo fence and waiting for something to eat, for something 

to crawl under the fence and into the camp – anything -- rats or snakes that he grabbed by 

the tail and whipped to break their backs and eat them raw. 

“Look at this!” Mom cries. “Look at this last drop of milk you have wasted! Sit 

back down here and drink it. People are starving to death!” Her mouth is a rectangular 

slot of false teeth lined with shiny wire, clenched, carving lines deep as dry old cheese 

into the corners of her mouth. All I see are her waxy pink-gummed false teeth that slide 

out of her mouth and sit in a glass of murky water that seems never to be changed. The 

glass of water on top of the rusting medicine cabinet in the bathroom that Mom, using her 

zigzag scissors, pasted over with sticky contact paper of sailing ships. I see the false 

teeth, yellow hunks of food stuck between the teeth, floating and trying to escape. They 

sit in front of the mirror dimmed by years of white toothpaste splatter where I stare at 

myself brushing my teeth with my blue toothbrush that’s shaped like a gun. I hold the 

gun handle and put the brush at the barrel’s end into my mouth and brush. I am thin, thin, 

skeleton thin, knobby elbows, tall for my age. My Dutch white face, heart-shaped with 

wide Czech cheeks and a pointy chinned, is shocked by my dark-brown hair that I hate, 

stick straight like Dad’s. With my green-brown eyes I stare. I don’t think. I don’t feel.  

 

We know that our father is a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp. I 

see Dad sitting on the rattan couch that was once new from American Furniture 
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warehouse, now covered with layers of unsewn, unmatched tattered fabric that was on 

sale at So-Fro Fabrics for 35 cents a yard. 

Dad sits alone on the couch listening to Madame Butterfly. The part where she 

finds out that Pinkerton has a new wife. A cone of sandalwood incense burns. He has 

taken pills for his migraine headaches. The headaches he gets every day to some degree. 

Sometimes bad. In the middle of the night, waking up sweating. From remembering 

something. Or thinking of it. He takes Codeine, Amatriptaline, bottles-full. Their yellow-

brown plastic containers sit next to his bed on the bed stand next to the picture of Jesus 

that glows in the dark. The empty containers fall, roll under the bed. Some tall and thin, 

other fat and big. With long pills, yellow pills, round white pills. When the headaches are 

really bad he goes to the hospital and they stick a needle full of Demerol in his neck and 

he sleeps for days. 

Tonight the headache is bad. Dad took many pills. He is slow. I walk up behind 

him and without a word gently place my hands on his head. I ask God, why. Why do 

people suffer? Why did my father have to go through hell as a child? Why did he survive 

a concentration camp only to end up here? 

 My hands run like seeping water through his hair, gray, greasy, limp. My hands 

pull his hair, just like the nanny, Babu, he had as a child in Java, did. She knew just 

where to twist and pull a section of hair to make a headache go away. And now I pull his 

hair. Pull out the tigers and snakes roaming the jungles of Indonesia, when it was the 

Dutch East Indies. Before World War II. Before. Pull out the pain, pull out the war, pull 

out the headache that will leave Dad in bed with a wet washcloth over his eyes. Unable to 

move, drenched in tears and sweat, unable to hear in the darkness of his room or go to 
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work at his job as a mechanical engineer beneath fluorescent lights in a yellow brick 

building in Boulder. 

My fingers push on his muscles, the bulging tight muscles in his neck that connect 

to his head, the pain that surges into his eyes, forcing them closed, unable to watch Star 

Trek or Buck Rogers or the Project Blue Book episodes that we have seen so many times 

we know the dialogue by heart.  

“Shit, dog shit. Bobbie rocco moco poco pup,” I hear Mom say, searching for 

something as she opens and shuts the kitchen cabinets, opens and shuts them. “Rocco 

moco poco pup. Shit, dog house.” My hands pull Dad’s hair harder. 

“Shake your hands,” Dad says in his thick Dutch accent. “Shake the pain out of 

your hands. Get rid of it.” 

I shake and I shake. 

“Cat, rat, trap, dog dump,” Mom says as she opens and shuts the kitchen cabinets, 

opens and shuts them.  

At midnight, Dad vomits in the bathroom. Vomits in the toilet that a lot of the 

time is clogged with Mom’s diarrhea that is caused by her weak bowels. Because the 

doctors cut her fistula when she delivered Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie, all 10-pound 

children. 

 

The next time we are at K-Mart we kids beg for toys. Me a blow-up mini sofa for 

Barbies. Nancy a Teen Magazine. Albert a model airplane kit. Jeanie a pack of circus 

peanut candies, the pale orange candies that look like giant thumbs and end up scattered 

and squished into the floor and ever once in a while found in between the couch seats, 
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hard as a rock.     

Mom says we can have the toys and puts them in the basket, but when we go to 

the check-out counter, none of them are there anymore. When we complain, Mom curses 

and says, “Dog, cat rat trap, shit, we have to hurry because I feel a diarrhea coming on.”  

She digs through her purse again. 

“They ripped my guts up, giving birth to these 10-pound children,” Mom tells the 

woman at the check-out counter. “Nancy, Albert Patti and Jeanie. Backwards the first 

letters of their names spell Japan.”  

 

PLAY 
 

 

    Before all that happened. Before we moved to Kilkenny Street. Before. 

 

 Mom asks me if I want to leave the second grade at Heatherwood Elementary now 

and attend Arapahoe Elementary even though the water won’t be turned on at our new 

house in Shannon Estates for a couple of weeks. I nod in silence that I do because I want 

to get away from the two six-grade girls who sit behind me on the school bus and are 

always pulling down the peaked hat on my winter coat and telling me how greasy my hair 

is. I had told my mother, and she had called the principal. She marched me down to the 

school and I identified the girls from yearbook photos. The girls were called into his 

office for a chat.��� “Don’t you ever touch my little girl again you dirty little bitches,” Mom 

said as we walked out the door.  The girls still pull down my hat but I don’t tell my 

mother.��� 
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 I’m in the second grade at Heatherwood even though I’m only seven years old. 

Mom fudged my birth certificate to start me a year early because she said she didn’t 

know what to do with me around the house. So I’m younger than everybody else. And I 

can’t understand math.��� In the first grade, the teacher Mrs. Kerner put me in with the kids 

whose eyes are magnified behind thick glasses and mouths hang open. I sat with them 

and colored by numbers while the other kids in class went and did something else.  I 

think it was because one time Mrs. Kerner asked me, “Patti, don’t you know how to color 

within the lines by now? So I stopped talking all together. ��� Dad said he always had trouble 

in school because he missed four years of education while in the concentration camps. He 

was in an Indonesian concentration camp too. When the locals threw out the Dutch. 

When he returned to Holland he didn’t know anything at the age-appropriate grade level 

they put him in. The school taught French, and Dad said, “What’s French?” So he failed. 

Failed many classes. A teacher told him he was an idiot. He joined the Dutch Army. He 

never forgave his country for that. He refuses to teach us kids Dutch.    

 My family moves to the Shannon Estates subdivision carved out of a cornfield eight 

miles east of Boulder on Arapahoe Avenue. We pull up to our new house at 1388 

Kilkenny St. We used to live in the Gunbarrel Apartments. Mom always called them 

“Dumpbarrel” apartments. She was real mad at me two days ago, cursing and screaming 

and spitting when I damaged the screen door at the apartment by making Jeanie run 

through it after fooling her into thinking it was open.��� “Here it is kids,” Mom says, 

and we all pile out of the blue Dodge. It’s small three-bedroom yellow brick ranch with a 

basement that has a sump pump. We go in the door, see the kitchen first, then we skip to 

the living room.��� “Echo! Echo! Echo!” Jeanie shouts, and I join in. We clap our hands. 
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“Echo! Echo!” We can’t believe the clear white walls, the emptiness, the quiet.��� 

 I roll around on the red-and-orange shag carpet. Space. Untouched. But Mom is 

already hauling in the boxes and shopping bags full of the junk she brought with her from 

the apartment, filling up the corners, deadening the sound.��� 

 “I hate this stupid entrance,” Mom says. “What kind of a house do you enter and 

look at the kitchen?”��� 

 Little by little, the vast empty space closes down. It’s soon filled with mismatched 

broken-down furniture, garage sale clothes and dirty appliances. It overflows to the 

backyard. While she’s hauling in all that junk, I’m outside, digging for China in the 

barren dirt of our backyard. Out of the corner of my eye I can see there is a little girl at 

the house next door, standing on her fine green carpet, the instant kind of grass that 

comes in expensive rolls on a flatbed truck. She’s staring at me. I don’t want to look at 

her. I’ve got to dig because I’m going to find treasure. ��� 

 By the time I go in she’s gone, and Mom has already loudly introduced herself to 

the neighbors next door. She comes back to tell me. “Her name is Leslie and she’s your 

age,” she says. “Why don’t you go play with her?” I shrug and go out front.��� 

 Leslie has thin, dirty-blond hair to her shoulders, lead-penciled freckles on her 

cheeks and two buck teeth that are like barn doors swinging open. She wears a nice shirt 

with a little alligator over her heart. I am thin, thin, skeleton thin, knobby elbows, tall for 

my age. I wear a green dress and over my heart is a flower of yellow yarn that Mom 

clumsily hand-embroidered to cover the prior owner’s grease stain. ��� A  pick up truck 

pulls up to her driveway and out comes a man, silent and stone-chested, a Stetson 

shadowing his head. Leslie sulks like a puppy dog, then quick grabs my hand, rushes us 
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through her front door and upstairs to her room.��� 

 Leslie has everything I don’t have. Her mother, Marilyn, is a skinny, young, pretty 

lady in blue jeans and orange-painted nails who listens to Elvis on eight-track tapes. 

She’s not like Mom who’s old and wrinkly with a fat belly that seems plugged by a stone 

fetus stuck inside her. Mom’s hair is stringy and she doesn’t wash it much and never goes 

to the beauty parlor. She wears garage sale clothing and listens to bagpipers or some lady 

Marlene Dietrich singing in German. ��� 

 Leslie’s mother stirs a glass pitcher full of Kool-Aid, raspberry, cherry, lime. She 

keeps a cupboard full of Kix for kids and a clean house with a living room nobody lives 

in, sofas nobody sits in. There’s a wall lined with Windexed checkered mirrors, and 

downstairs there’s a real family room with Little House on the Prairie on TV.��� 

 Leslie has the best toys. She opens her closet and reveals the Fisher-Price castle that 

opens up clean with a dragon and a queen. She has the airport, the farm. She has new 

badminton racquets and a Stretch Armstrong doll and Holly Hobbie and a slinky that’s 

not all stretched out and twisted like ours.��� 

 We play between her twin princess beds, each made up with pink and white polka-

dot bedspreads. A night table holds miniature plastic horses perfectly posed to trot off 

into my fantasy.  I wish I could switch heads with Leslie. She could go home in my body, 

and I could stay here and play.��� 

 The toys at my house are all second-hand. Culled from flea markets where you stuff 

everything you can in a brown paper grocery bag and pay only $1. Out of those grocery 

bags came baby dolls, frizzy-haired, naked, with pen and crayon markings scarred across 

their faces, refugees in our house of pain. I don’t play with them. Mom dismembers their 
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plastic legs and hands and takes the stuffing out of the cloth torsos.  They are scattered 

across the corners and hallways of our house. Forgotten but perhaps one day useful 

because they are never thrown away. I do play with the puzzles, pieces missing. We kids 

play with the Rock ‘Em Sock ‘Em Robots, limping. We play with the Spirograph, the 

Battling Tops. 

 ���“Don’t put that that top in your mouth,” Mom warned me one day. “You don’t 

know what dirty hippie touched it last.” 

��� At her house Leslie has a suitcase full of Barbie doll clothes. It bursts open when 

the latches snap back. My heart leaps. There are some outfits for Ken, five hundred for 

Barbie. It is a treasure chest and I am a pirate. My small hands cascade over the jewels of 

satin and plastic- sequined Barbie couture. My right hand waves over a plaid vest with 

golden buttons, so small, so perfect. It disappears into my fist. Hold tight. Out of Leslie’s 

sight. I stare at the floor. ��� 

 “I have to go now. Good-bye.”��� I come home to my G.I. Joe, plucked from a 

garage sale. Some child ripped off his right leg at the knee and he’s missing one of his 

Kung Fu grips. But he has his shaggy beard, his scarred cheek. In my bedroom he is 

home from the war, at home with a harem of frizzy-haired Barbies with mismatched 

heads. I put the vest over G.I. Joe’s naked body. He is dressed. He is rich. To act out a 

thousand stories in the ruins of my deprivation.��� 

 The next day I am reading in my bedroom when Mom calls for me. “Patti, come 

practice your piano.” Mom plays as she waits for me at the old player piano. She loves to 

play, but I play because she forces me. My younger sister, Jeanie, and I get free lessons 

from the music students at the university. I watch as my mother’s dentures click, and she 
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breathes heavy coffee breath and her crooked long fingers tickle the chipped ivory keys. ���

 We bought the piano from some hippies in Boulder. I remember their house, 

wooden with peeling paint, somewhere downtown. Shirtless blond children rolled around 

on a ragged couch. The piano came home. Its heavy black wood blocked a window and 

sunlight struggled behind its rectangular silhouette. We opened up the piano. Among its 

old wooden guts and wires we found dozens of pennies, cigarette butts, a paperback of 

the Baghavad Gita, a copper bust bank of General MacArthur. ��� The piano’s keys gave a 

dull thud when pressed. Mom called in a tuner. He was blind. He told her, “Throw it out.” 

But we didn’t. We played on it anyways. I played and I played because I had to. I learned 

from Teaching Little Fingers To Play.  

 Here we go, up a row, to a birthday party. ���           Dolly dear, sandman’s near. You 
will soon be sleeping. 

 While I am practicing the piano, Leslie rings the doorbell and asks if I can play.���

 “Come on in, Leslie,” Mom says. “She’s playing the piano.” My fingers go into my 

mouth as I dread Leslie seeing our house. I turn and see her, arms folded across her chest, 

taking hesitant steps toward me as if she were a rabbit wondering if it’s about to be 

snared by a net. Surely she sees the piles of clothing on the floor, the library discards, the 

saved elastic waistbands cut from men’s old underwear, the endless piles of paper 

scrawled with my mother’s poetry. Leslie sits down next to me on the bench, and I, 

round-shouldered, begin to play. I continue to play and I straighten up. Then I begin 

improvising, banging on the keys, my fingers flying up and down the keyboard, my voice 

free. “Blah, blah blah. La Dee Da!”��� “That sounds stupid,” Leslie says.��� My fingers fly 

into my mouth again. I am frozen into silence and my stomach flutters to my throat. She 

is right. This hideous piano, my hideous home. Her suitcase full of store-bought Barbie 
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doll clothes. Her fresh Kool-aid breath and green grass stains on her new white Nikes.���

 “Let’s go to my house to play,” she says. And we do.��� 

 The next day Leslie rings the doorbell again. I am happily reading my second grade 

books on Greek myths. She has a girlfriend, Chris, white-blond hair and one year older.���

 “Do you want to come and play?” They carry a baseball and bat. I’d rather read my 

myths.��� 

 “Don’t be such a stick in the mud. Go out and play,” Mom tells me. So I do, with 

my fingers in my mouth and my head down. Out to the street. They assign teams, them 

against me and Leslie’s five-year-old sister, Kristin.��� They are first to bat. I pitch. They 

always hit the ball skipping past me, past the baby sister, and I am running, running up 

the street after as they walk through the bases, high-fiving each other. They score again 

and again and again and again. I am silent,  fingers in my mouth, holding the storm inside 

my heart, wanting to rain tears. Again and again I chase the ball. Finally I can take no 

more. As the ball tears past me across the asphalt I turn away holding my torture inside 

and walk straight home. ��� 

 “Did you have fun?” Mom asks, not looking up from her book. I hide in the 

bathroom and only there do I cry silently, hiccuping in shame.��� Still Leslie and Chris ring 

the doorbell another day. Still Mom tells me to go out.��� 

 “Let’s play house,” they say. ��� “OK,” I say. “You can be the mother, I can be the 

father, and you can be the baby.”��� “Did you hear that, Leslie?” Chris rolls her eyes. “She 

said you can be the baby. Again doubt and fear strangle my heart.��� “No, no, I didn’t 

mean ...”��� 

 “She called you a baby.” I stand there with my jaw frozen shut tight as they take 
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turns cupping their hands against each other’s ears and whispering about me. I stand 

motionless, my hot tennis shoes and socks swelling around my feet. All I can do is melt, 

disappear, escape to other worlds. To Barbie doll stories that Nancy created. A dream 

world so great and puffy-cloud white that I don’t even notice that the two of them have 

run off. ��� 

 The next day they ring the doorbell again. Mom forces me out. We play four-square 

in the street with Leslie’s big round ball. They do choppers and the ball spins past me. I 

run to chase it and an old woman talking a walk picks it up and hands it to me.��� “Here 

you go, pretty girl,” she says.��� 

 I go back to the game. I start the ball. Leslie catches it and holds on to it. She points 

right at me and sneers.��� “You’re ugly. She’s pretty,” and points to Chris. She has to be 

right. Leslie’s the one with tulips, red, yellow, pink, blooming in her front yard. All we 

have are Chinese elms coming up wild. That night I sneak to Leslie’s front yard. I snap a 

red velvety tulip and leave a hollow half stem. I put it on the piano. Mom doesn’t notice.���

 It is on the school bus that Chris decides to start calling me “Patti fatty, Patti fatty.” 

Every day. “Patti fatty. Patti fatty.” Leslie chimes in too. And the children laugh and my 

cheeks burn. I cry. I cry all the way home. Mom is playing the piano. She stops after a 

while and asks what’s wrong. I blubber it out to her what happened. She says nothing, 

just clicks her false teeth and narrows her eyes. ��� 

 The next day after school I get off the bus. Mom is waiting for me. Instead of 

greeting me she turns to Chris and pulls her aside.��� “Chris piss, Chris piss,” Mom hisses 

at her. “Chris piss, how does it feel little girl?” Chris’s blue eyes burst into tears as she 

starts to run home. Mom follows. “Chris piss, Chris piss, don’t you ever call my daughter 
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names again you dirty little bitch.” I am so embarrassed and race past them all, race home 

to my room to cry. The next day somebody from the Social Services comes by to talk to 

my mother. Leslie and Chris don’t come around for a long time. 

 Mom buys a camper at a garage sale, and Dad and Albert load it onto the back of 

our yellow Chevy truck. It’s a tiny fishing hut. Dead flies line the windows that smell like 

metal. The cushions are itchy brown and there are orange, scratchy curtains. I am 

sweeping it out, getting ready for a camping trip, when Leslie and Chris appear.��� “Hey, 

you want to play camping?” Leslie asks. I shrug.��� 

 Chris and Leslie decide they want to play house and cook on the camper stove. 

They bring in green grass, ripping it from Leslie’s lush lawn, stuffing it under the metal 

burners. They play, I watch in silence, broom in hand. They bring more and more grass 

in, covering the whole stove, spilling it on the floor. 

��� Albert steps up to the door and sees the mess. Albert, tall, who is under the hood of 

a VW with the four Campbell boys down Kilkenny Street, or taking apart radios and 

putting them back together again. Albert who Mom cuts his bushy brown hair too short 

and makes him wear dorky K-mart shoes and is teased at school. Kids throw his 

homework papers all over the street and he just walks on, red-cheeked. Albert, who cries 

quietly at the edge of his bed but comes out of his room red-faced and tight-jawed ready 

to punch something, anything. Albert who chops up wood that is starting to rot in the 

backyard, sets fire to the Kleenex in Mom’s skull ashtray that says ST. LOUIS 

UNIVERSITY. He looks at me sitting alone. He looks at them playing at the stove. They 

stop when they see him and start for the camper door, but he blocks it.��� 

 “Hey, you better clean this up,” he says to them.  Leslie’s mouth hangs open and 
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stares at him.��� 

 “LESLIE! It’s time to eat!” I hear Leslie’s mother call from a window next door.���

 “I have to go now. I have to go in and eat dinner,” Leslie whimpers. 

��� “You’re not leaving until every blade of grass is gone from here,” he says. Leslie 

and Chris look at each other.��� “LESLIE! GET INSIDE. IT’S TIME TO EAT!” It’s her 

father calling now. Leslie’s eyes are round with fear. She and Chris franticly start 

plucking the grass out of the stove and into a box. They try and run.��� 

 “Clean it all up,” Albert snaps. They work faster.��� 

 “LESLIE! GET INSIDE THIS MINUTE! OR YOU KNOW WHAT’S COMING!” 

her father yells.��� “I have to go!” Leslie is near tears.��� “Clean it all up, you little shits.” My 

brother’s face is scarlet red.��� Finally all the grass is out of the camper stove.  Chris jumps 

out of the camper and Leslie tears to the back of her house. I peer out the camper. I see 

her father, large, huffing with a heavy leather belt in his hand, strolling fast toward the 

back of her house.��� 

 “LESLIE, WHAT DID I TELL YOU?” he roars.��� 

 I hear the whips. I hear Leslie wailing. I hear the whips again and again, heavy 

snapping on bare skin. I am secretly glad Leslie has something that I don’t. ��� 

 I go into my house. I go to the player piano. My mother is playing Mack the Knife. I 

sit next to her and listen, ignoring the bad notes. And I am glad. 

Oh the shark has, pretty teeth dear. And he shows them pearly white. Just a 
jackknife has  Mac Heath dear, and he keeps it out of sight. 

When the shark bites, with its teeth dear, scarlet billows start to spread. Fancy 
gloves though wears Mac Heath dear, so there’s not a trace of red. 

From a tug boat by the harbor, a cement bag dropping down. As cement drops, 
falls a weight dear. Bet you Macky’s back in town 

On a sidewalk, Sunday morning lies a body losing life. Someone’s sneaking round 
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the corner. Is that someone Mac the knife. 
 

PATTI WITH AN I  

 

 I share a room with Nancy. Nancy, my face close next to hers when we sleep in the 

big double bed. Her breath and skin smell like plastic scrubbed clean with Noxema, her 

pink nightgown body like a wood spirit, caressed by the long brown hair she brushes 100 

times a night. Nancy who is in junior high school, listens to KIMN radio top 40 under her 

pillow at night. 

We had joy we had fun we had seasons in the sun.  
And the stars we could reach were just starfish on the beach. 
 
Every night Nancy rubs a lemon half on her face trying to lighten the soft brown 

freckles splashing her face. Does palming exercises for her eyes so she won’t have to 

wear blue-framed glasses one day. But I think they are great and I purposely flunked my 

eye doctor test last week just so that I could wear glasses too. Just like Nancy. 

Nancy, who takes me by the hand at the Boulder Public Library, past the smelly, 

bearded people who are always sleeping in the red and orange chairs, up the big steps to 

the metal stacks of books while Mom is off foraging through the free magazine pile. 

Nancy takes me to the homemaker section, books on how to change a baby’s diaper, like 

she used to change mine. Books on how to square corners on sheets when making the 

bed. What kinds of appliances to stock in your kitchen, the hand mixer, the deep fryer, a 

flour sifter. Books to dream on top of our bed together, a dream house. Clean, orderly. 

Me the baby, Nancy the mother. 

Nancy, who I sit with her in front of the black and white TV and bid on the 
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washing machines on The Price is Right.  

“I won!” she cries and she’s off to win the trip to Europe and the Broyhill living 

room set.  

Nancy, who I watch American Bandstand and Happy Days with and dream of 

kissing Fonzie, and Nancy tells me that the secret to a driving a guy wild with a kiss is to 

suck the roof of his mouth with your tongue. Nancy who looks in the mirror and combs 

her brown curly hair and says, “I hate my hair,” and I look in the mirror and I say, “I hate 

mine too.” And I do. I hate my hair forever and ever. 

Nancy, who Jeanie and I watch play with Barbie and Midge and Ken and Skipper 

and G.I. Joe.  Or she teaches me to write poetry or make God’s eyes out of two 

chopsticks and colored yarn, or decorate tin cans with string and glued macaroni elbows, 

or play tennis against the garage door leaving little round marks, or play with her pink 

clackers that bruise our wrists, or draw house plans together and dream where our 

bedroom will be and our husband who he will be and our children. How many children 

will we have? Opening the door to the Mystery Date game. Spinning the knob on the 

game of LIFE, spinning it so hard because you want to land on TWIN BOYS! so hard 

that it flies up off the game board like a flying saucer.  

 

 Nancy has all the best Barbie doll stories. Jeanie and I watch her make them up, 

sitting together on our bedroom floor. First we had to push back all the clothes and the 

trash on the floor, clear a space and make a space, empty, open space so we could play. 

We don't have the Barbie car or the Barbie house, just our imaginations. Of another 

world. Another home. Somewhere beyond here and now.  
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 We watch Nancy let G. I. Joe and Barbie jump on top of each other and kiss, and I 

wonder as a look into Nancy’s freckle-speckled face why I am me and not her. Or Jeanie, 

whose head of gold and tussled curls are rarely combed, who stares down at the floor, 

looking like a skinny concentration camp survivor. Why am I not Jeanie? Why am I her 

sister Patti Straub?  

 Nancy keeps talking and Jeanie starts playing with the green Gumby dolls, whose 

legs and arms no longer bend into the shape you want them to. I grab a Francie and 

Midge doll. I love to pop the heads off the dolls. Midge’s head has been bodiless for 

some time. Her old body was getting worn out. Her knees didn’t bend anymore after so 

many times that we have bent the back-and-forth-back-and-forth, making a sound like 

knuckles cracking. The little plastic tendons were pushing through and they look bruised, 

as if someone had beaten her knees with a baton.  

 I pick up a headless body. One Mom got at the garage sale I had lost its head 

sometime back, however, its plastic breasts are pushed in and her knees don't bend at all. 

It's some sort of mini plastic mannequin with only a little knob on top of the neck. Like 

the jelly babies who are born without brains. Midge’s bodiless head of short, brown hair 

connect with the new body. It’s a nice fit. New life.  

 I pop off Ken's head and put it onto Barbie’s. Why not? Why can't he be the object 

of his desire? Bobby's beauty is gone, her hair chopped off by my wielding scissors. I 

think her ankles have been chewed on by Bobbie, our dog. Let's reinvent. That's what I 

like to do. Reinvent. I like to be somebody else. Somebody who lives in any place but 

this place. Not on Kilkenny Street. Not with the name Patti Straub. I'd rather be the Vicki 

Pelon, this girl at school who has frizzy hair and is pretty, real popular, and her mom is 



	   28	  

pretty with frizzy hair too. And she's rich. Vicki can draw really good and the teacher is 

always holding up her pictures for the whole class to admire and her mother makes her 

cute Halloween costume sewn by hand. She won the Halloween contest with her 

pumpkin costume, and her drawing got picked for the cover of the class recipe book. So, 

why aren't I Vicki? Because it really sucks to be poor growing up in Boulder. Why aren’t 

I Johnny Cash or Pepe le Pew or Kate Jackson as Sabrina on Charlie's Angels? The 

Campbell boys down the street say that I look like her. Why aren't I her and not me? I 

guess I'm stuck. Stuck being Patti Straub. Stuck in the wrong concentration camp with 

lots of dolls and mismatched heads. 

 As Nancy’s story goes on and on, I think and wonder who I am. Patti Straub, Patti, 

Straub, Patti Straub.   

 Mom wrote the name Sydney Patricia Straub on my birth certificate and kept it that 

way for two weeks, but at the last minute ran down to the Dover, New Jersey courthouse 

to change it to Patricia Sydney. She readily wanted me to be named Sydney, but the 

Catholic Church didn’t approve. It’s not a saint. Besides, Dad wanted the name Patricia 

after some secretary at his work. 

 Mom always tells me that story. “Nancy, shit, I mean Jeanie, oh, hell, I mean 

PATTI. You should have been Sydney. I wanted you to be Sydney. Why didn't I just 

keep it on your birth certificate? I never should've changed it. I should've done what I 

wanted. Shitty Catholic Church. Dog shit!” 

At my baptism the Catholic Church wouldn’t allow this divorced man named Art 

Hyco, who had a German shepherd named Mozart, be my godfather, so at the last minute 

some proxy stood in for my naming. My godparents became some pen pals in Sydney, 
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Australia that Mom had never met. Babs and Harry Foster send me all these funky gifts 

for Christmas from Down Under, like a purse made out of Koala bear fur, or a 

commemorative plate of the Sydney Opera House, or a Waltzing Matilda shirt with a old 

bearded guy wearing a silly hat with corks hanging on it on one side and an Australian 

map on the other, or an aboriginal doll named Bindi. Bindi is pitch black, as dark as dark 

chocolate, with brown blinking eyes that stare like a psycho killer, and she came with a 

little aboriginal outfit, but I lost it. She had a paper boomerang with BINDI on it rubber 

banded around her hand, but I lost that too. Now we use it as a voodoo doll for our 

Halloween costumes. They also send Australian postcards. Lots of them, but they don't 

really say much besides, “How are you? How is Colorado? Would love to meet you one 

day.” 

 “Australia,” Dad said, eating an sandwich of Indonesian sambal badjack at the 

table, looking at the Australian stamp on the back of a postcard that the Fosters sent. 

“Did I tell you I almost moved to Australia?” I shook my head no. “After the 

camp was liberated I wandered from camp to camp trying to find my mother. I finally 

was out of the concentration camp after all those years, dreaming of freedom, but I 

couldn't find her. I didn’t know where else to go, so I came back to my camp. The Red 

Cross was advising everybody to go to Australia, so I took the first hand of the man I saw 

and said, ‘I’m going with you.’” 

My parents ended up calling me Patti. And it’s spelled Patti with an I, not a Y, so 

I have to correct everybody who writes it and it’s hard to find for me a license plate or 

coffee a mug in the souvenir stores because they only have PATTY, so I have to go with 

PAT or PATRICIA. I hate the name Pat because it sounds like petting a dog and Mom 
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sits in the kitchen rhyming it with cat and fat and rat and drat. 

Nancy’s middle name is Nancy Ann. Jeanie got the full Catholic naming of Jean 

Elizabeth Rebecca, Albert’s middle name is William, but Mom shortens it to Albert Billy, 

which he hates. “Albert Billy, Albert Billy, come and eat. Albert Billy Albert Billy, cut 

that bushy hair!” 

Mom told us that her mother’s name in Czechoslovakian is Milada, but it got 

changed to Mildred. “It sounds terrible, like mildew or mold,” she said. My mother 

changed her name from Agnes to Ann, because she hated how the Ag in Agnes rhymes 

with gag, sag, nag, hag, bag and rag.  

 Nancy has the Barbie fighting in a cat fight now. Then she has them graduate high 

school and move away from home and get jobs in an ice cream store and live happily 

ever after. That’s when we hear Mom calling from the kitchen. 

 “Nancy Albert Patti Jeanie. Come on kids. Essen. We know that essen and means 

dinner in German. Mom always uses that word. “Come and eat.”  I could smell the 

stuffed peppers cooking for about an hour now. You can always tell mom is making them 

because she uses the pressure cooker and it makes a sound shz shz shz shz like crazy, and 

the whole house has a dull, sweet smell. Mom cooks a lot, but I'm not sure she really 

knows how to cook anything else besides stuffed green peppers, except maybe frozen 

Banquet chicken.  

 We kids don't wash our hands. We just sit down at the table. But first so that we can 

sit down on the chairs we have to shovel off the pile of papers and junk and bunches of 

lace Mom bought on sale for $.10 a yard. She makes bookmarks out of them but they 

mostly the end up on the floor. No matter how many times we have pushed stuff off the 



	   31	  

dining chairs, by the next day more has magically showed up again. 

 “Nancy, I mean, Albert, Jeanie, shit, I mean PATTI. Let me get that out-of-the-way. 

Mom scoops up a ripped-up pile of magazines, Women’s Day, Better Homes & Gardens, 

Family Circle and a pile of rags off of my seat and throws them onto the floor next to the 

dishwasher. “I'll clean it up later. Later shpater,  later shpater,” she says with a chuckle. 

 “I should just call you Sparky from now on. That would be easier. Do you 

remember Sparky, Patti?” Mom asks. Dad helps shovel the food onto our plates. He 

doesn't say anything. His blue eyes to stare at the food, like it were food left over from 

the concentration camp.  

 “Remember, Sparky Patti, when we lived in New Jersey how you used to watch 

Sparky on TV? It was your favorite show. That's why I nicknamed you Sparky. He was a 

little mouse cartoon. Oh, he was so cute! He used to roller skate up to the moon.” I don't 

say anything. I don't remember, but I wish I did. It sounds so happy coming from Mom.  

 “Shit,” Mom mumbles to herself. “We should've never left New Jersey.”  

 So I am Sparky. And Patti and Sydney and who else could I be? Can I just get some 

new address? Some new mother? I think Dad would like that too. Can we just pop our 

heads off and switch them for day with somebody else? Just for a day. 

 We all sit down at the table. Albert has brought to the table his fish bowl full of sea 

monkeys that he ordered from the back of a comic book.  

 “They hatched!” He gleefully says. We look, but they don't look anything like the 

picture of the ad, which promised an undersea abode of a bunch of little monkeys 

swimming peacefully under the rule of their  monkey King who wears a crown and 

carries a Trident, unaware that they are captive in a fish bowl.   
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 “They don't look like the picture,” I whine. The disappointment is deep. 

 “That's because they just brine shrimp. The ad wasn't true.” Albert says, looking 

miffed, disillusioned too, like he gets ripped off being the only son. We three sisters at 

least get to band together. 

  “You got gypped, Albert Billy,” Mom says. “But now you know not to waste your 

money on that stupid crap. “ She starts to stuffing herself with rice, her false teeth 

chomping like a weak goat. We all eat. Nobody likes cooking, but we sit. Nancy, Albert, 

Patti and Jeanie, Mom and Dad, we sit around a table piled high with junk. Dad takes out 

his sambal badjack and smears all of the rice. I noticed that Albert has started eating 

sambal badjack too.  

 Food gets stuck in Mom’s dentures, so she fishes her fingers around in her mouth, 

pulls out her dentures and starts cleaning out the rice chunks stuck in its ridge. The food 

falls on the table, and Mom also spits on the table. She then gathers the muck up and her 

fingers and launches it toward the trash can. It misses and ends up as a white splotch 

against the popcorn-yellow wall. Dad just keep eating. We all eat. We don't feel. We 

don't see anything. 

 I watch Mom and I watch Dad. I wonder who are these people sitting in front me? 

Why are they my parents? Why don't I live in the house next-door? Or in Bangladesh? 

Who am I? Nancy always said if you say your name over and over and over and over 

again out loud its starts to sound really weird and doesn’t make any sense anymore. So I 

say, Patti Patti Patti Patti Patti Patti? Patti? Patti? What is Patti? I do that with Mom and 

Dad Mom and Dad Mom and Dad Mom and Dad Mom and Dad. What is that? Mom and 

Dad. Just sounds. Sounds to go along with the bad food I swallow.  
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 My family is still there when I come out of my amusement. I guess I'm stuck with 

this family for a while. I'll just have to keep dreaming, be a monkey swimming under the 

sea. Pretending I'm Sabrina on Charlie's Angels, kicking down doors and wielding a 

stubby black gun. Have Nancy make a more stories of other lives, other worlds. Or I can 

make up my own story until I can graduate and leave the house. And then I will be free.  

 After dinner. The pots and pans Mom cooked in don't get washed. They will sit in 

the sink. Sit in a white steel crisper drawer that she salvaged from an old refrigerator. 

That's her dish pan. They will sit in the filthy sink for days. Next to the bowlful of bib 

lettuce that is soaking. 

 Mom goes to the living room and puts on a record. It's Sonny and Cher. Their TV 

show is her favorite. There's crackling and popping on the speakers because the 

vinyl record is so dirty and dusty.  Dad sits on the couch and reads and astronomy 

magazine, frowning a bit at the loud music. 

 “Babe, I got you Babe,” Mom sings as her body sways back-and-forth back-and-

forth to the music. Her face lights up, happy. 

 “I GOT YOU BABE!”  she shouts. She saunters over and gives Nancy a little hug. 

She laughs and laughs, happy dancing around the living room. “AND I GOT YOU, 

BABE!” she gives Jeanie a little hug. “I….. GOT…..YOU….BABE!” she ends, her 

hands raised toward the sky like a religious revival. 

 I smile at Mom. Happy Mamma. I'm happy too. I smile at Dad and Nancy and 

Albert and Jeanie. OK, so maybe things are little bit OK.  

 Sonny and Cher, Sonny and Cher, Sonny and Cher, Sonny and Cher.  

 Sonny and Cher? 
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THE HELL HOLE 
 

 

Every once in a while Mom will look up from writing at her old Brother electric 

typewriter and see what the house looks like. It starts with a mumble as she searches for 

white out correction fluid beneath the two-foot pile of papers that lay on the table before 

her of newspaper clippings, shredded magazines, Xerox copies of her poetry and articles 

and rejection letters. She searches the mounds of sheet music and fumbles through more 

papers, then her eyes move up the walls. She clicks her false teeth. 

“Shit! Dog shit! Dog house dog dump!” she cries, jumping up from her seat, 

shaking her fists. “Shit. Nancy, Albert, Patti, Jeanie. Where are you?” 

We’re in our rooms, frozen, huddled. Mom appears in our bedroom doorway. We 

see the false teeth. 

“KNANCY!” Mom yells. She says K’Nancy because her false teeth don’t fit her 

right and she can only say her name as “K’Nancy!” “Come and sweep this floor, Damn it. 

It’s filthy! Albert! Where is Albert? Take out the garbage.” 

 Nancy snickers to me, “Knancy! Knancy!” 

“Shit! You dirty little bitch. How dare you make fun of me!” Mom’s face is hard 

like a fist, red, like a wild dog, her teeth thrashing, spitting. Sloshing her false teeth 

around in her mouth. “Dirty little bitch! You get in there and clean up that kitchen. Damn 

you!” With each word Nancy’s chest caves in, her startled eyes flash downward in a 

silent daze. I am frozen too. Clubbed into concrete by Mom’s words. My heart sinks, for 

Nancy. I want to run away with her, to rest in Nancy’s lap, for her to show me more Teen 
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magazines, to grow more avocado plants from a pit just like the ad in Teen for Isadora 

and her avocado plant. To write more in our diaries about the boys at school, or to pluck 

our eyebrows thin, thinner than a pencil line, thin and arched like fishhooks. Or make 

collages of magazine cut-outs of couples kissing, of couples in love, of babies smiling, 

smiling in our dream families, with their dream mother, with their dream appliances and 

dream hair dryers.  

“Albert! Where the hell is Albert? Did he run away to the Campbell boys again? 

He’s got to help too. Shit, dog house. Dog tricks,”  

We file out of the rooms, barefoot, skinny legs, gangly arms, cut off shorts, 

stripped tube tops. We are just like Dad, when he said he lined up every morning in the 

concentration camp for roll call under the hot Java sun and bowed deeply to the Japanese.  

We start with the kitchen. We unroll black plastic trash bags. We get out a yellow 

toy rake. Nancy uses the rake to pull the stuff away from the corners, as Jeanie, Albert 

and I stuff everything into the black trash bags. We stuff it all deep down. The old tap 

shoes, the cut up wigs, the balls of yarn, my old nightgown reduced to scraps cut with the 

zigzag scissors, the trophy some kid got for soccer 1967, the scattered hot roller curlers 

and jigsaw puzzle pieces, the D volume of the 1956 World Book Encyclopedia, the bent 

pottery-making tools, the cracked recorder with its mouthpiece worn down white, the 

ketchup-stained lace cut off of old tablecloths, the dismembered baby dolls saved for 

their plastic arms and legs. Everything goes into the black trash bags. And when they are 

full, we open the door to the Hell Hole. 

That’s what Nancy calls it. The Hell Hole. When Dad turned the garage into a 

family room last year he left an unfinished part for storage. Now we have no garage and 
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we have to scrape thick ice off the old blue Dodge’ windshield every snowstorm. The 

Hell Hole is like a large closet that we surf our way over a two-foot high pile of stuff to 

get to the second refrigerator. Where rat poop lines a scrap metal shelf stacked with 

motor oil bottles, vegetable soup cans, where old curtains, old blankets, old mops lay cold 

and molding.  The Hell Hole’s back door was left open one night and skunks crept in, 

nesting under the floor, smelling up the house for weeks. 

When the black bags are stuffed to the gills, we open wide the door to the Hell 

Hole. Like throwing bodies into an inferno, we throw the black garbage bags into the 

Hell Hole. We slam the door and lean against it. I take a deep breath inside and let it out. 

 The Hell Hole.  I don’t want to have to open it again. I want it to stay shut. Shut 

like Dad’s older sister, Aunt Len, who visited once and who wouldn’t tell me any stories 

about when she was in the concentration camp. Who said that if she told me a story about 

it she would never be able to stop crying. 

Next we wash the kitchen floor. The floor that used to be a brown flat carpet, but 

was torn up because it turned into the color of ground beef when too much pork sausage 

grease dripped on it and melted it into hard black dots. So Albert and Dad laid blue 

linoleum squares down, but Mom didn’t like it so she laid on top of them a few linoleum 

squares that are patterned like red brick. But they’re not red anymore. They’re the color 

of old black shoes trampled with filth. So Albert and I, armed with putty knives, scrape 

the black goo off the kitchen floor. The goo curls up when scraped and then it gets swept 

up. Jeanie mops. Then we scrape the kitchen counters with the putty knives to pull up the 

candy hard stains of jelly and crud. The dishwasher is broken and was never fixed so we 

wash the piles and piles of dishes and pots and pans, crusted black from use and poor 
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washing. We wash them in the white metal vegetable crisper. Then we scrub clean the 

filthy sink. We scrub and scrub and everything smells like blue Comet. And it isn’t dingy 

gray anymore. It’s white. Really white. There’s a bunch of food stains on the wall behind 

it though, and there’s a little plaque with a girl standing over an oven that reads, “Kissin’ 

don’t last. Cookin’ will.” 

The table is finally clear. I can see the brown vinyl top for the first time in 

months. No clutter, no stains. Nancy arranges some furry, dented wax apples in a walnut-

shaped wooden bowl. I smile. I have hope. Something is coming up, I can feel it, and it’s 

not coming out of the Hell Hole. It’s coming from somewhere else. Somewhere inside 

me. It’s my heart, opening up, breathing fresh air. Breathing love. Maybe Mom will 

change. Maybe she will never mess up the kitchen again. Maybe. 

We clean the fridge with some cheapo version of Mr. Clean to take away the 

streaks of brown running down the doors, inside and out, that look like dried blood. We 

scrape the goo off the metal shelves, then dig to the back of the refrigerator, where there 

is something forgotten, unrecognizable, left uncovered in a small bowl. We throw away 

the dry blocks of hard cheese, throw away the bowl with a black puddle of what used to 

be mushrooms. And we all look at each other because we know that we have to hide any 

food thrown away at the bottom of the trash can so Mom won’t find it. Albert takes care 

of burying it all. 

We clean up the living room. An avalanche of coins, crumbs, buttons and hard 

orange circus peanut candies fall out of the couch cushions. I ram the vacuum cleaner 

against the wall trying to suck up all the nails, staples, beads and bobby pins, string and 

tacks, old M&Ms, red-hot candies, and petrified circus peanut candies. They make a 
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cracking sound in the vacuum as they get sucked up. But some get stuck in the belt and 

the whole house smells like burning rubber.  

Jeanie Windexes Bobbie’s dried spit off the front window. Nancy blows a cloud 

of dust off two lampshades. The unmovable junk -- the chairs with no legs, Mom’s boxes 

of new garage sale finds -- I cover with a big blanket. Out of sight, hidden, buried. The 

house looks better. Much better. Maybe even normal. Maybe. 

It’s night by the time we finish. I check the kitchen again.  Spotless. Except for 

the bowl of waxed fruit there on the table it would be perfect. Just perfect. 

I move the bowl off the table. Set it on top of the mustard-colored dresser next to 

the Hell Hole door. Mom bought it at a garage sale, took out the dresser’s drawers and 

made it into shelves to store pot and pan lids, aluminum ice cube trays and a meat grinder 

in addition to the scores of gnarled yarn balls, zippers she cut off from garage sale 

clothing, shoelaces and rubber bands.  

I burst with love and joy for Mom and Dad. For Nancy, Albert, Patti, Jeanie. 

Because now the table is perfect. The table is a spotless brown oval. Absolutely nothing 

on it. Just smooth and wide and open like the sky. The way my heart feels. 

 
IN THE NIGHT 

 

 

In the night, in the middle of the night. I am pulled from a soft dream into the 

shattered darkness. I hear a voice. Loud like a freight train. My body freezes. I can’t 

move, I can’t see. I can only hear my mother’s voice. Like an invisible spirit, slithering 

into all my body’s corners, leaving an oily stain.  
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“Shit house, dog shit, shit, rat tricks.”  My eyes search the darkness and I know 

that she’s in the kitchen, clanking dishes, glasses. Opening and slamming the kitchen 

cabinets. “Nancy, Albert, Patti, Jeanie. Shit dogs. Dog shit.” Opening and slamming the 

kitchen cabinets.  

Nancy lies next to me in our bed, but we don’t move. My breaths are tiny sips, 

and I don’t even hear Nancy’s breath. I’m just spinning in outer space, treading the 

darkness. I’m floating without an anchor. There is nothing, nothing. There is only Mom’s 

voice, screeching, scratching.  Disembodied, piercing the black night. 

In the middle of the night I hear my mother.  Suddenly. Always. I am awakened 

by her voice. Like Dad in the camp, he told me he had to wake up every hour at night to 

pick out the fleas and bugs from his underwear. I awake to my mother. To the sound of 

her voice. 

 In the middle of the night, after we cleaned up the house. Threw everything into 

black trash bags in the Hell Hole. Mom’s up out of bed, walking around in the kitchen. I 

can hear her, digging through the trash can. Searching, searching, deeper, deeper.  

“Shit! Dog shit!” Nancy and I freeze. We are not in our bodies, were are only 

floating in the night. In the darkness, listening to Mom’s voice. “You cut all his hair off! 

You cut Bobbie’s hair off. Dirty bitches! Poor Bobbie, my only begotten son.” Then 

there’s the hard stamp of dry heels coming up the hallway. The light snaps on, scalding 

Nancy and me. I bolt straight up in bed. Mom is there, holding her zigzag scissors in one 

hand, Bobbie’s dreadlocks in another.  

“Shit, dog shit. Why did you cut off his hair? Tell me why?” I squint trying to 

make out her face. I can’t speak. I can’t feel my body. I’m not there. I’m running down 
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Kilkenny Street, barefoot, squeezing beneath the farmer’s barbwire fences, running 

through the fields, running away. 

“Shit, he’ll freeze to death. How many times did I tell you not to cut off his hair? 

Shit, I’ll cut your hair off.” She flashes the scissors in front of me. She doesn’t have her 

dentures in. Her mouth is a soft gap, an opening to a mitten.  

“Annie,” I hear Dad cry. “Annie, get back in bed.” She calms down. Goes back to 

the kitchen. Digs to the bottom of the trash can.  

“Look at all this good food they threw away, spoiled bastards. I should put them 

into a concentration camp and let them starve,” she says. “Shit house, dog shit.”  

In the night, in the middle of the night, I can hear my mother. She’s opening up 

the Hell Hole door. After we’ve cleaned. Nancy and I listen. We listen in the dark.  

 “Dog trap, cat, rat trap, trixter, mixter. Look what they threw away on me.” She’s 

pulling the black trash bags out of the Hell Hole. Opening them up. Searching through 

them. “Where is my mother’s hairbrush?” Mom cries. “Where are my bagpipe records? 

Where are my car keys? Did somebody break into the house and steal them? I bet they 

threw them all away. They threw them away, the dirty bastards.” Then there’s the sound 

of heels again, coming up the hallway. The light snaps on, bleary eyed I surrender. 

“Where is it?” 

“Where is what?” I ask. 

“My fruit bowl. You threw it away, didn’t you? Why did you throw my things 

away? Shit!” 

“I didn’t. I didn’t throw anything away.” 

“Well, where is it?” 
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“It’s right there in the kitchen, on the dresser,” I croak. My lip trembles and I 

want to cry, but am too shocked and afraid. I’m not in my body. I’m not anywhere inside 

this house. I zoom my being to Planet X. In the comfort of outer space. 

“Where? I didn’t see it. Shit, show me.”  I am marched to the kitchen. I see the 

explosion of black trash bags, emptied all over the floor. Cups and glasses and junk and 

magazines and papers, all over the counters, all over the table.  My clear table now 

cluttered, buried. I can’t understand why she would do such a thing. 

“It’s right here,” I rub my eyes and point to the wax fruit and bowl. Mom calms 

down. She slides in her chair as if suddenly tired. I stand there, trying to find permission 

to breathe, watching Mom as she sits in silence for a while. 

“Nancy, I mean Albert, I mean Patti. Patti I lost all my father’s pennies. Did I ever 

tell you about what happened? I lost them all,” she says, lifting her fingers that are 

beginning to bend with osteoporosis to her head. “What am I going to do?”  I can’t speak. 

I just hold my tears in and suddenly I feel sorry for her. I love her. Poor Mom. I know her 

story. How a boyfriend got too frisky with her. She confided in her sister, Aunt Ruthie, 

but she told her mother and father. They cursed her to hell, cursed her for being a whore, 

cursed her into a corner, where she counted over and over again her father’s pennies he 

kept in a jar. Over and over again, counting, counting. But she said noticed some were 

missing. Some were lost. So they took her away to the mental hospital. Gave her electric 

shock treatments. Mom always says that’s the reason she lost all her teeth. Why she 

suffers with her dentures. 

I hear something like a whimper out of Mom’s throat. Then she manages to say, 

“OK, Patti. I’m sorry. Go back to bed.” 
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In the night, in the middle of the night. I hear Mom crying, howling. My parents’ 

bed shakes, the way my mother sobs, like a whale coughing, beached, mourning in the 

dark. Until there is only silence and only crickets humming through the windowsills.  

In the night I hear a different sound. So silent, I can only hear it because I know it.  

When the sound grips me, awakens me and pulls me out of bed. It leads me to tiptoe 

down the dark hallway to the living room. Where I see the back of Dad’s head, gray 

greasy, the little jerks it makes, quietly sobbing into a white handkerchief. And my whole 

heart rushes out to him. I wonder who will take care of Dad? I should, I think. Little me. 

But who else? As little kids we used to all sit down behind each other like a little train 

and scratch each other’s backs and it felt so good. I was the one always scratching Dad’s 

back. Everybody stopped scratching each other’s backs as we got older, but I’ve never 

stopped scratching Dad. 

 My dear Dad. How I want to take away all your pain. Release it all.  I sit next to 

him. Hear his tiny sniffles. He tries to hold in his cries, it hardens his temples. He gasps 

air and swallows.  

“I can’t stand it,” Dad says. “I can’t stand the pain.”  

My throat is burning, it will burst out crying if I speak, if I dare open it. Like a 

frog opening and closing its lips, I try to speak. 

“I want to give up.” 

“Why don’t you divorce Mom?” I finally croak out. Dad wipes his eyes. 

“I can’t,” he says. “I made a promise to Mom. I took a vow.”  

“So what. Lots of people get divorced.” 

“But she won’t be able to survive. You just watch her. She can’t function in so 
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many ways. Little things. I’ve got to take care of her. What would Aunt Mildred and 

Uncle Charlie think of me?” 

I don’t understand it. I don’t understand him. But I can’t blame him. I mean, who 

knows what really happened in the concentration camp? 

I put my hand on his back and I sit in silence with him. I sit with him in the dark 

of the night. In the middle of the night. Until I go back to bed and then get up for school 

the next day. 

 
SAMBAL BADJACK 
 

 

My father sits in a white undershirt at the kitchen table and eats sambal badjack, a 

paste of onions and chilies and garlic cooked down into a dark red, almost black, yellow-

seeded mash. He buys it from Asian food markets. Along with petis, a fish paste that 

smells as bad as it sounds, or krupuk, prawn crackers that look like chips of shrinky dink 

plastic that when deep fried puff up into giant tasty Styrofoam things that tingle on your 

tongue. 

Dad eats sambal badjack on everything. He eats it on bread, he eats it on 

spaghetti, he eats it with chicken, or he takes a big spoonful and shovels it in. Dad cooks 

us other Indonesian food, like the stuff that Kokki, his cook, made when he was growing 

up on Java. Like bami chicken, or nasi goring, fried rice, or babi ketchup, pork in soy 

sauce, or a lot of white rice with diced up hot dogs. He told me that’s all he ate when he 

came to this country, hot dogs and rice, hot dogs and rice.  

When Dad sits at the kitchen table eating sambal badjack sandwiches he tells me 
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stories. Stories about reincarnation and karma and what happens to you when you die. 

That we are destined to repeat everything unless we straighten things out. Or that one 

should be a vegetarian because it raises your body’s vibrations. Or he tells me stories of 

the jungles of Java, the house he lived in on stilts where beneath tigers occasionally 

roamed, or when Mt. Merapi belched fire and panthers left paw prints in the volcanic ash 

on the porch. He told me stories of the concentration camp. Sometimes when he tells 

stories I stand behind him and massage his tight neck or pull his hair to relieve the 

headache he always has. Or I take a seat next to him. First I have to pull the pile of old 

newspapers, broken roller skates and ketchup-stained rags off of a chair. Then I have to 

push back the zillions of thimbles, coffee-stained coupons, empty thread spools, rubber 

bands, textbooks, lace, rusty nails, buttons, magazine clippings and open spilling Sweet 

‘N’ Low packets that cover the table with a fine white dust. I make a little clearing, and I 

put my peanut butter and butter sandwich there to eat. 

I watch my father. His light Dutch blue eyes are like sapphires pressed into his 

dough-white skin, shadowed by a hard forehead streaked by bushy black brows. He stares 

off into the distance as if he is remembering something. Something. He takes a big 

spoonful of sambal badjack, smears it on wheat bread, folds it and takes a bite. I watch 

his jaw chew eagerly, rhythmically, and then I see the little beads of sweat, like rock 

candy, form on his temples and above his upper lip.  

“Arhh!” he clears his throat. “God that’s hot! Wheew.”  He loves it. He rubs his 

fingers through his hair. It would be all white, like his father’s sugar head of premature 

white at 40, if it weren’t for the hair color Grecian formula for men that Mom makes him 

use. So it’s a peanut butter brown, long on top with sides and back buzzed short. Sitting 
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on the table next to Dad’s plate is a magazine warning that a mega-earthquake is going to 

hit the United States and change the shape of it. That California will be under water and 

there will be beachfront property in Denver and that he had better start stocking up on dry 

beans and powdered milk. 

 He leans back in his chair to pull out a white cloth handkerchief from his pocket, 

keys and coins competing for his hand. He takes off his glasses, dabs his temples, wipes 

his lip, blows his nose. He clears his throat again, takes a spoonful of white sugar and 

places it on his tongue. It absorbs the heat, he says, or if that doesn’t do the trick, drink 

some buttermilk.  

I watch. It’s like he’s having an out-of-body experience, like the one he had in the 

camp.  

“Did I tell you that story?” he asks me. “How I died in the camp?” I chew on my 

peanut butter and butter sandwich. I know the story. He tells it a lot.  When he’s 11 years 

old, about a year after being separated from his mother and sisters. When he got amoebic 

dysentery after eating snails from the river that the locals used as a latrine. The terrible 

cramps and diarrhea came and he went into the corner of a room of a “clinic” where 

nobody came out alive. It was the same corner that the Japanese ordered him and the 

other little boys to drag out the bloated corpses of old men by their rubber band wrists 

and pile them up. Then once a week, to dig a hole outside the camp gates to bury them. 

Things decompose fast in the jungle, Dad says.  

“I was in terrible pain, with cramps so bad, and then suddenly I saw myself 

outside of my body. I was looking down on everything, clear as day. I saw my dead 

grandmother and some other woman I didn’t recognize.”  Dad’s face is all hot from the 
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sambal badjack. I see the sweat on his temples. He chews a little bit more. “She said, 

‘You must go back.’ And I thought. Back there? No way! But she said, ‘You must go 

back.’ Then I felt this strong pull and I was forced into my body again. The men looking 

after me said I was dead, but when I awoke, there was no trace of the disease. They 

couldn’t believe it. I was dead and then I wasn’t.” 

He keeps on chewing. Breathing heavy heat, holding on to a threshold. I’m with 

my father, in our kitchen. I’m wondering why was he supposed to come back? Why was 

he supposed to live? I’m staring at the splat pad, the plastic sheet tacked to the wall 

behind the trashcan that catches all the multi-colored spit and food Mom launches in that 

direction when she’s sitting at the table eating. I stuff my mouth with the last of the 

peanut butter and butter sandwich. The ones I always make myself for lunch and for 

dinner these days.  A big dry lump of peanut butter is still stuck in my throat, it only 

moves a little bit with each swallow. I watch Dad again. Dad’s with his sambal sadjack, 

his hot peppers. I wonder if he’s thinking about all the moldy hot peppers he collected 

from the finicky Dutch in the camp who couldn’t take the local cuisine’s heat. 

“Thereafter it’s the hot peppers I’m sure that burned out any amoebas or anything 

in me or anything bad I had in my stomach.” Hot peppers saved his life. Only to survive 

hell and end up in another hell with Mom. I don’t understand that.  I swallow the peanut 

butter down finally and it moves down my throat like a bowling ball in the gutter. Down 

to my stomach without a strike. 

Mom walks in. 

“Are you still eating that crap, Albert? It’s burning up your guts,” she laughs. I 

feel sorry for Dad, angry at Mom. “I don’t know why you eat that stuff. It’s going to kill 
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you. And it costs a fortune as much as you eat, Albert.” She proceeds to microwave an 

egg. 

My father doesn’t hear her. He is chewing on his sambal badjack sandwich. 

Heating up his body. 

 

I go with Dad to the Asian supermarket in Boulder. Its smell should’ve warned 

me of what was to come in our kitchen. Dad searches for his ingredients, and I wander 

the store. There are cans of coconut milk, chili oil, and these tiny, dried fish, their 

eyeballs staring right out at you, crammed into little plastic packages, screaming, “There 

is no God.” There are stringy packages of noodles, cookbooks in Vietnamese. I recognize 

the clear jars of Dad’s sambal badjack by the funny red writing and the drawing of a red 

rooster.  

A little old Asian woman with a brown bubble perm and bad teeth smiles from 

behind the register as we check out. Dad has a handful of red peppers and puts them on 

the counter. 

“Are these hot?” he asks her. 

“Oh, Thai dragon. Yes, very,” she says, with a half smile, probably thinking what 

the hell is this white guy going to do with these peppers and is he going to sue me if he 

dies from eating them? 

When we come home, Mom is exercising in yellow terrycloth shorts and a black 

t-shirt that says, HERE COMES TROUBLE. She has on The Green Berets record full 

blast and she is jumping up and down. Jeanie has on a blue jean jacket swarming with 

dozens of music group buttons. She’s swinging her arms left-to-right too and then starts 
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marching like in the army. 

Put silver wings on my son’s chest. Make him one of America’s best.  
One hundred men will test today. But only three get a green beret. 
 
“Come on, Patti, dance with me.” I watch the thunderous jiggling of Mom’s fat 

belly, like a giant slab of pizza dough stretched around her middle and forced to endure a 

bumpy joy ride. “Help me lose this fat off my belly,” she says and grabs it. She dances on 

her thin legs, pasty white, racked with varicose veins, blue like the map of a river delta. “I 

wish I could move some of this fat to my skinny dog bone legs,” she calls out, huffing 

and puffing. She lifts her knees, left, right, left. “I hate my skinny dog bone legs.”  

I laugh as Dad goes into the kitchen to start cooking. I watch as he chops with 

precision the garlic and onions and chilies and puts them into a pan of hot oil. 

“SHHHHHHHH” they hiss as the oil sizzles.  

I hear the needle scratch across the record and Mom puts on Eartha Kitt. 

I use my charms to delight you, my tricks to entice you, and all of the charm of the 
weaker sex to voodoo you. They say that I’m a witch, and that I weave a spell. But 
I’ll be a son of a, I don’t know what the, well let me tell you brother I’d rather be 
burned as a witch than never be burned at all. 
 
 I come in to dance with Mom. She makes a funny evil face scrunching it 

together, so that she looks just like the puppet witch from Santa Fe that is hanging on our 

front door. Jeanie and I start slam dancing off each other, throwing our arms up in the air, 

laughing, jiggling. 

“Hey, be careful, you’re going to break something,” she says. She touches her 

toes, twists left to right panting. “I wish I were beautiful, kids. Patti, Jeanie, get a rich 

husband. Why can’t we be rich? We could sail to Europe, move to New York and eat at 

fancy restaurants all the time. Beautiful, beautiful, BEAUTIFUL.” Her arms are thrown 
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up in the air. “Marry a rich husband, girls. Don’t live in a dog dump like this.” 

Soon you can really smell the onions and garlic and chilies all cooked up. A 

heavy haze of smoke fills the house and begins to burn our eyes.  

“My God! Albert! Rat, cat, dog shit. Dog tricks!” my mother cries, half laughing, 

running toward the kitchen. “Hurry! Open the doors and windows! Our eyes are burning 

up from that crap, Albert!” Dad stirs the onions and the garlic and the chilies. Stirs the 

onions and the garlic and the chilies, his head in all the smoke. He can just stand there, 

stirring, cooking. Like he doesn’t hear us at all. Standing in the hot kitchen wearing long 

pants and a long-sleeved shirt even though it’s summer. 

Jeanie and I throw open all the windows, rubbing our eyes. I can see Brad the 

neighbor boy across the street watching. Then Mom, Jeanie and I run out to the back yard 

and are flooded with yellow sunlight, hot rays on our faces. My eyes still sting, my 

stomach hurts from laughing. We dance. We sing. We smell the sambal badjack. 

 
RASTA BOB  

 

 

“Bobbie rocco moco poco pup.” That’s what Mom calls our dog, Bobbie. But we 

kids call him Rasta Bob because his black-gray hair, black-gray like mud reflecting the 

moon, is never brushed and it mats into 3-inch-long dreadlocks all over his body. 

Dreadlocks that pick up dried leaves and thistles and catch poop from his red-lipped butt. 

Mom cut the hair around his eyes so “that he can see,” but the rest of the dreadlocks 

Mom won’t let us cut, “because he will freeze to death in the cold.” Dreadlocks, wooly 

filth that we secretly snip off a little at a time and bury at the bottom of the trashcan.  
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We got Bobbie after Macky died. Macky was Nancy’s dog, picked from a bin at 

the Boulder Humane Society. Macky, a golden-coated, golden retriever mix with a soft, 

white whipped cream chest I ran my fingers through. Macky, who started humping my 

leg whenever I wore my red corduroy pants. 

Mom always let Macky out the front door to run loose in the street. Macky peed 

and pooped on people’s lawns and dug holes in their flower beds. The dog catcher caught 

him twice. Told Mom about leash laws. But Mom insisted that Macky had to be free to 

run around and get exercise and kept letting him out again and again. Even though we 

have the big yard in back. One day, all day, Macky hid under the end table, vomiting 

yellow.  

“It’s that bastard, Gapter,” Mom said of the man across the street from Leslie in 

the white brick house. “He rat poisoned poor Macky, I know he did. Dirty bastard. Dog 

shit, rat tricks.” Macky only came out from under the table when Albert and Dad carried 

him, the crescent of his heavy body pressing into a black tarp, his white tale hanging out. 

I rocked myself on the sofa, dumbfounded, crushed, betrayed. I was so sure that Macky 

would live. He was supposed to survive. Why didn’t he get to live?  Out the door, out 

back Dad and Albert buried Macky by the clothesline, wiped tears from their eyes. Mom 

stuck a wood cross with plastic pink flowers marking the spot.  

Mom went to the humane society by herself the next day. 

 “There’s this cute little dog, his name is Lucky. He’s not so lucky to be in the dog 

pound, poor little soul,” Mom said.  “I think he looks more like Greyfriar’s Bobbie, or 

maybe even a Jimmy.”  

“Bobbie,” I said, “what kind of a name is that for a dog?” Mom said it’s some 
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black Scottie who lay on the grave of his dead master forever. Albert and I tired out some 

different names. “How about Mexican lips?” 

“Shit, shut up,” Mom said. “He’s going to be Bobbie.” 

 

Bobbie is some kind of small, black terrier, Dachshund, Dandie Dinmont terrier 

mix thing as far as I can tell, but more like a curly dust mop with milk dud eyes.  

 “Bobbie, he’s my only begotten son,” Mom says holding him like a baby. 

“Coochie coochie coo, aw, little baby Bobbie. Little baby Bobbie.” That’s how she holds 

him, his bald gray chest toward the sky with his penis hanging out. He just paws Mom, 

and she picks him up. Mom rarely hugs us. When I stretched my arms out to Mom as a 

little kid, she didn’t hold me, she handed me books instead. Peter Rabbit with crayons 

scribbled all over the pictures, or Ballerina Bess or Little Margie the Majorette. I took 

them. I read them. 

Mom holds Bobbie lifting one hand under Bobbie’s back to wave us goodbye 

from the white screen door as we trudge off to school. She holds him when kids come 

door to door selling candy or when people come around wanting to tell us about Jesus 

and Mom tells them to go to hell. She holds Bobbie. She doesn’t hold us. 

 

 I watch my mother from the patchwork rocking chair, the rocking chair with 

arms that are covered with rags held together by loose, pink-tipped hatpins that get 

dislodged and end up on the floor to be stepped on. One went straight through my right 

big toe one time. As I screamed, Albert pulled it out. He said it was like pulling it out of 

putty.  
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Bobbie sits perched on the couch like a cat next to Mom who wears her big round 

bifocal glasses while she reads a book about Texas history, her false teeth clicking, her 

hand stroking the pages with a yellow highlighter pen every few seconds, her eyebrows 

clenched together in thought.  

“Hey Patti, did you know that five flags flew over Texas? Spain, Mexico, France, 

Texas and the U.S.,” she reads to me. “Isn’t that interesting?” Mom, always telling me 

facts or something, like, “Hey Patti, did you know that the name Todd means death in 

German? Or that Paul Tibbetts flew the Enola Gay that dropped the atomic bomb? Or 

that Aldous Huxley died the same day at John F. Kennedy? Or that Andeamo in Italian 

means go for it?” She’s always telling me something about states, countries, people, 

history, so that I was the best in my third grade class in the geography game. I stood up in 

front of the big map pulled down in front of the chalk board ready to battle against 

another classmate. Mrs. Hinkle the teacher called out, “Where is . . . Florida?” and my 

finger instantly jabbed into the map before the other kid could even move … Delaware 

… while the kids were looking in the Pacific I was on the spot. Because my mother took 

me there. She carried me there with her voice, with her callings out. “Hey, Patti, Hey, 

Patti. Guess what, did you know? Listen to this.” 

 

 I sit with my mother reading. My fingers are curved around the cold spine of a 

book, Nancy Drew, The Secret of the Crooked Banister. I got it from the Douglas 

Elementary School library, with Miss Wells the librarian. During library time she sits 

skinny with bony kneecaps, black hair and freckles, freckles all over her white face like 

Nancy, in a voice like a bluejay, reading out loud to the class. Reading to me, who is 
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sitting right at her feet like an abandoned puppy dog until she tells me to wander the 

library, drag my fingers over the hills of book spines, tap tap tap. Pull a book down, 

Kathleen Please Come Home and hold it to my heart. Feel it there. Pull down another, 

The Children of Morrow, and another, Mom the Wolfman and Me, and another, Roll of 

Thunder, Hear My Cry, stacked like a body between my arms, surrounded, gently held. I 

read them all, then I passed them down to Jeanie. 

While Mom and I are reading our books, Bobbie gets an asthma attack. Or 

whatever it is that makes him sound like a braying donkey with clogged sinuses ready to 

throw up. 

“Rub his belly! Poor Bobbie, somebody help him,” Mom cries in her high-pitched 

voice. “Rub his belly!” She drops her book, Bobbie rolls over. She rubs his bony rib cage 

and I see how the dreadlocks taper off around his penis. I watch, stick my hand in my 

mouth and bite my nails. I want to say, “Hold me. Touch me. Rub me,” to Mom. But I 

don’t.  

Nancy says Mom is the wire-monkey mother. She came home from school one 

day talking about some science experiment Harlow and Harlow with mother monkeys 

who held their babies. The babies who had a real monkey mother that held them were 

happy. The babies with only an artificial wire monkey mother went insane. I wonder 

about us kids. At last I can remember Nancy holding me. I worry about poor Jeanie. Who 

has ever held her? I keep the books coming to her. Passing them down after I read them. I 

watch Mom coddling Bobbie. I’m overwhelmed by an intense desire to hold and be held. 

Momma. Momma. 

“There, Bobbie rocco moco poco pup. Feel better?” He jumps up on the couch 
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and looks out the front window. I stand up to hug Mom. 

“Hi, little Sparky. Be careful, don’t get too close, you’ll pull on my earrings.” Her 

dangly, wire beaded earrings from a neighbor’s garage sale, caught up in her hair, 

uncombed corn silk that is a broken-ended floss. Her hair, Clairol-colored ash bent by 

overnight pin curls.  My hands are on her shoulders. Her hands are on mine. My forehead 

touches her head. She goes on reading. “Bobbie, rocco moco poco pup,” she mutters. 

 Bobbie barks furiously, tears down from the couch, paws clawing at the 

windowsill, slobber launching at the window. The window frosted with a white paste of 

dried dog spit and breath.  

“Bobbie you want to go play with the dogs?” Mom pulls herself up. Bobbie’s 

long, uncut nails scramble on top of the linoleum. She opens the front door and he is out, 

mini legs leaping, barking, too late for her to see what he’s really barking at. A woman 

jogging with her baby stroller. I slink back into my book to be with Nancy Drew whose 

mother is dead and has friends Bess and George and a boyfriend named Ned. 

“Bobbie! Bobbie! Bobbie!” Mom cries, her voice a kettle’s whistle. It’s too late. 

He’s a moldy hot dog coated with lint, barking at the woman’s heels. Mom runs out the 

white screen door after him, whack. Her stick legs shuffling under a torn skirt that hangs 

from her big belly like a tipped lampshade. “Bobbie, Bobbie, Bobbie!” 

“Bobbie! Bobbie! Bobbie!” cries Brad the neighbor boy at the school bus stop 

when he sees me the next morning. In a high-pitched voice, gobbling like a turkey, he 

cries, “Bobbie! Bobbie! Bobbie!” over and over. “Bobbie! Bobbie! Bobbie!” 

THE SILENCE OF THE TOMATOES 
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There’s that ad again on TV. The Jaws game of a big plastic shark with lots of 

plastic junk shaped like tires and boots in its mouth and a little boy and girl carefully fish 

it out before the big rubber band-rigged jaw snaps you up.  

I want it. I ask my mother if we can buy it. 

“Shit. Go get a job at McDonald’s and pay for it yourself,” she says, hauling in a 

new box of flea market finds. “Hey, Patti, here you go. Do you like it? 10 cents. TEN 

cents, can you believe it? Isn’t it cute? I bought it for you.” 

It’s a lunchbox. Soft, red-and-black plaid. There’s a mustard stain on the outside, 

and the inside plastic lining smells like bologna. I cringe. I want a metal lunchbox like all 

the other kids have, with Scooby Doo, or Josie and the Pussycats, or Captain Caveman. 

“It’s OK, Mom. I don’t need it,” I say and put my fingers in my mouth. 

“Shit! You dirty bitch! You’re spoiled. You know that? You’re spoiled rotten.” I 

take a piece of my  hair, I twirl it around and around my finger tight. I go see what Dad is 

doing. Sitting in the darkened living room listening to his new police scanner. A little 

black box with a bunch of  trickling red dots that sometimes stops and makes noisy static 

a lot of the times, and other times there’s quick, raspy voices speaking in numbers and 

codes that Dad seems to understand. 

Dad tells me the story about the towel. When he and his family left for camp 

Ambarawa in the northern mountains of Java, Oma had packed in his small suitcase a few 

essentials, including a towel she hand embroidered with his initials AELS. The whole 

family stayed together the first year where they ate only rice and were forced to watch the 

Japanese dole out punishment - beating women to death or stringing up natives for 

bayonet practice. When he turned 10-years old, the Japanese moved him to the 
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jongenskamp. His mother fought to keep him, he told me, but the Japanese beat her. Her 

sister Aunt Puck was with them and said Dad would be alright, that she had her other 

children to think of. In the new camp, his camp possessions dwindled. The towel was all 

he had left. One day the towel was gone. 

Dad didn’t report for work, but stayed behind instead to try and find to his towel. 

He climbed up high in the building’s rafters where old men and young boys slept on 

wooden barracks. Shortly nuns who were in the camp also entered, sat down and began 

patching a mattress. In a nun’s hand Dad recognized the fabric as his towel. He climbed 

down and said, “That’s my towel.” 

The nun didn’t look up from her work but said, “No, it’s not.” 

“Yes, it is,” Dad insisted and showed her the punctured holes where his initials 

were once threaded. 

She stopped her sewing and looked at him.  

“You’re going to die soon and will go to hell. You won’t be needing it anymore,” 

she said of his Protestant soul. 

Dad was silent, made little fists, his breath pounded in his chest.  The nun kept 

staring at him. His little fists went limp. 

“What could I do?” Dad said. “It was me against them. That’s when I started to 

get angry.” 

 

I stand at the school bus stop a block away from our house with Jeanie. She’s in 

first grade and I’m in third. It’s late August and it’s still hot as I shift little rocks around 

on the asphalt with my shoe. Some boys are stealing the ripe, red tomatoes from a 
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neighbor’s fenceless yard next to the bus stop.  

They hurl tomatoes up into the air. They come splat down on the black asphalt, 

like bleeding, broken hearts. One after another the boys shout and laugh as they bomb the 

asphalt with the tomatoes’ wet flesh. I want to yell at them, tell them to stop ruining the 

beautiful tomatoes. But I say nothing. There is a force that keeps my chest closed, 

speechless. 

I think of my father’s tomatoes. Growing tall in the backyard, how I watched 

them all summer turn from a caterpillar green to the plump deep red, nurtured by his 

Dutch gardening expertise.  I watch the boys, wretched laughter saluting the wet, red 

splotches on the road. A tomato is high in the sky. It comes straight down and lands on 

Jeanie’s head. Her stunned face breaks up, red as the tomato. Tiny, yellow seeds in the 

watery flesh drape her eyelashes, her shoulders, her hair. A streak of tears flowing over 

her howling lips. She stands frozen, crying.  

I want to shout, how dare you do this to my sister! You creeps. Like I wanted to 

say to Leslie when Jeanie and I went over to play at her house one day. Jeanie had two 

different colored socks on.  Leslie laughed. Jeanie cried and went home in silence. I said 

nothing. 

I just stand there. All the words stay dark in my throat, never sprouting, only 

fighting to get out before they shatter and kill me. I’m embarrassed.  I’m embarrassed for 

Jeanie. The bus is coming around the corner. 

“Go home, Jeanie,” I whisper to her. “Go get cleaned up.” I turn her shoulders 

around and push her stiff body, trembling with tears, toward our house.   

The bus comes. We all get on and the boys are still laughing. I say nothing, but 
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watch the bus pull away from my little sister, the trail of tomatoes staining the road. 

 

CHIEF NIWOT’S CURSE 
 

 

“Come on, kids, get into the car. Let’s go,” Mom says. We burst out of the front 

screen door. Whack, whack. Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie. We are wearing blue jeans 

and our tan lace-up hiking boots bought at the 28th Street Woolco in Boulder. Dad 

waterproofed them all with mink oil using a toothbrush. Jeanie and I have our plastic 

canteens shaped in the round head of Smokey the Bear around our necks. Albert wears 

Dad’s old green army uniform marked STRAUB, rolled up at the sleeves and bottoms, 

black combat boots. He has the backpack, filled with cheese sandwiches wrapped in 

Watex paper. He is frowning, helping Mom load up six black bags full of trash into the 

back of the old blue Dodge station wagon she’s going to dump off at Dad’s work secretly 

on our way to Boulder. 

“This shit stinks,” Albert says. 

“Why should I pay $5 to have the trash monkeys pick it up when those cheap 

bastards at Technetics don’t pay Dad enough money, as hard as he works. Nobody will 

see us on a Sunday anyway.” She goes back inside. We all pile in. Nancy in front and 

Jeanie and Albert and I in the back seat. 

We wait for Mom. We smell the foul smell. We wait in the pile of stuff in the old 

blue Dodge. 1968, blue like an old sea turtle, fenders rusted red like the acne on Albert’s 

cheeks. It’s filled with crumpled grocery bags full of old clothes Mom wants to give to 

Sister Carmen’s House of Charity in Louisville. I sit and look under the seat with the 
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thick wire springs coming up. I’m looking for my Bunny doll’s ears. I remember, long 

ago, a car ride when Aunt Len and Uncle Shirk and cousins Joeron and Machteld visited.  

A car ride to the mountains. Bunny and I in the back seat. I left Bunny on the floor, with 

the sticky grape juice spill. Her ear came off. I never saw it again. Where did it go? It’s 

somewhere, with the sticky candy wrappers, matted newspapers and torn Better Homes 

and Gardens magazines with coffee spilled from Mom’s McDonald’s coffee cup, white, 

free refills for life, that rolls around in the back of the car.  

We wait. “Where the hell is Mom?” Nancy folds her arms on her chest. Leans 

over to the silver bar that is the horn. Honks. No Mom. We want to go. We want to leave. 

We are always waiting for Mom inside the old blue Dodge. Once we were on our 

way home. Albert was bleeding in the back seat after having his wisdom teeth pulled. No 

matter, because she can’t resist a garage sale. She pulled over to one. We all waited 

forever for Mom.  Another time I peed in the back seat, peed on the piles of rags covering 

the torn up seating, because I was waiting so long for Mom to come out of a King 

Sooper’s grocery store and couldn’t hold it any longer. 

 Mom finally scuffles out the white screen door. Whack. Her heels drag, click, 

scuff, click scuff on the cement. One arm holds a stack of books, and hanging from the 

other is a long black plastic water jug with the snap top that broke off weeks ago and was 

lost. She throws everything between the driver’s seat and Nancy. She shuffles through 

her handbag. She can’t find the keys.  

“I can’t find my keys, Nancy.  Dog tricks. Cat, rat trap.  Did somebody break into 

the house and steal them?” She shuffles again, sets the purse on top of the hood and digs, 

digs deep down. We wait. We smell the garbage. Jeanie holds her nose, kicks the back of 
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the seat taped with duct tape.  

Finally Mom finds the keys. It takes her an eternity to get behind the wheel, turn 

over the car, pump the gas near the spot where the floor is rusted out and she has placed a 

piece of cardboard over it. Her wedding ring clacks against the cracked steering wheel as 

she turns it to back out of the driveway. We’re finally off. 

We’re always off to somewhere in the old blue Dodge. Leaving Shannon Estates, 

going to Boulder, driving Nancy and Albert to puppet-making or ceramic classes, Jeanie 

and I to tap and ballet classes or free piano lessons at the university. Or to the library or to 

flea markets or to K-Mart and Woolco for shopping or to the craft store where Mom buys 

little things like googly eyes and pipe cleaners for us girls or balsa wood for Albert to 

carve. 

We drive down Arapahoe Avenue. Up over the big hill, past the tall smoke stacks 

of the Public Service Building, and into Boulder’s city limits. We stop at a traffic light. A 

truck is in the lane next to us. Somebody is looking down at us. Like we’re some mini 

garbage truck. But I’m not here. I’m a princess on another planet. Another solar system 

and I have death ray powers to melt evildoers. Or I’m reviewing the scene when Holly 

and Will run into the Sleestak aliens on The Land of the Lost TV show.   

Mom drives to Dad’s work, pulls up to the vacant parking lot. Albert helps Mom 

unload the bags into the trash dumpster. Finally the smell is gone, but a few damp papers 

are left behind. 

We continue on. This time to Chautauqua Park. Where there’s a dining hall and a 

movie theater where we saw Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory and Jesus Christ 

Superstar. But we’ve come for the Flatirons. The blue mountains, smooth jutting rocks 
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ready to iron the sky, skirted by a round-hilled meadow, hosting blue wildflowers. The 

Flatirons and the mountains, always west, always there, always over my shoulder 

hovering like a Godparent spreading a blue cape across the land and my heart. The 

Flatirons that university kids like to climb, but sometimes fall off of, and Dad, who 

volunteers with the Boulder Emergency Squad, gets a call in the middle of the night, 

“Code black.” And he jumps into his yellow jumpsuit and documents the scene for the 

squad by taking pictures. On Friday nights we kids eat krupuk and watch Dad’s slide 

shows of dead bodies and wrecked cars. 

“You kids have fun,” Mom says. “And be careful. Nancy, be sure to watch Patti 

and Jeanie closely. I’ll be at the library and be back here by 3. OK?” We all nod. Albert 

snaps a Polaroid. And we hike, laughing and talking all the way up. The goal is the Royal 

Arch three miles up. We hike and hike, smelling the pine in the fresh air. We rest and 

Albert takes our picture. The three sisters at Chautauqua, sitting on the forest floor all in a 

row, arms hugging our blue-jeaned knees. Nancy moon-faced, Patti with the ugly straight 

brown hair, and golden hair-crowned Jeanie.  

When we finally reach the Royal Arch, Nancy lights a cigarette, passes it to 

Albert, then lights another for herself. I frown, because I don’t like to see Nancy 

smoking. She’s growing a pot plant too. I don’t like it growing so I’m spraying it with 

hairspray every day, trying to kill it. 

“Breathe in that fresh Rocky Mountain air, Pat,” Nancy says to me. “Clean out 

your lungs.” We all look out over Boulder, downtown and pick out the buildings, the 

salmon-colored side of the Joslin’s building. The sandstone red university buildings, the 

new Boulder Mall we saw workers lay bricks to fill up parts of Pearl Street. We can see 
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the tall smokestacks of Public Service way east toward our house. But we can’t find our 

house. Too far away. All we see are just specks of trees and rooftops. 

“You know, I heard a story,” Nancy says, and takes a drag on her cigarette. “They 

say that Chief Niwot put a curse on Boulder.” She exhales. Jeanie and I stare at her 

attentively. Albert is climbing up giant granite boulders. “The white man came and he 

saw the beauty of this place and he didn’t want to leave. So Chief Niwot of the Arapahoe, 

you know the original Americans here, cursed them, ‘Now you can never leave. And if 

you do leave, you will always come back.’”  

I think, biting my nails, no curse is going to keep me from leaving here. One day. 

One day. I will be gone. I will be outside this bubble of white man Boulder. I will be 

outside my family’s concentration camp. Gone, gone, gone. I love Mom and Dad, but. 

Maybe they will get better, I think. Maybe. I hear shoes skidding down loose rocks 

behind me. It’s Albert. 

“Speaking of leaving,” Albert says. “It’s two o’clock. We’d better get back. Mom 

will shit a brick if we’re not there.” 

 

UNIFORM 
 

 

 My fourth grade teacher, Mrs. McCarthy, asks the whole class if some of our 

mothers would like to help out in the classroom with the Christmas party. A few kids 

raise their hands. Mine stay frozen on the desk.  

 At home Mom says, “Hey, Patti. How would you like it if I came to your school 

and had lunch with you one day? I think it would be fun. Wouldn't you like to eat with 
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your dear old mother who ripped up her guts giving birth to you?” 

 I can't believe it. Why would Mom want to do that? I look at her in her garage sale 

clothing and pin-curl hairdo. But I also feel a pang of love, like I really wish you could, 

Mom and be like all the other moms. Instead I say, “No, Mom. That would be so 

embarrassing.”  

 The next day after school I have a Girl Scouts meeting in the school cafeteria. 

Diane Bridge comes up to me and says, “Your Mom is so weird. She came to the lunch 

room today and sat with us and told us stories about how horrible you are.” 

 I can't believe it. I freeze up in terror. How could she do that to me? My cheeks 

flush hot. I think of Diane and what her mom must be like. Diane his cheeks and skin is 

so clear and clean it says if she washes them with pearls. She and her two younger sisters 

are always dressed alike in spiffy new outfits, you can just hear the cash registers still 

ringing as they walked out of the Crossroads Mall. 

 My defense is to shoot out of my body. Spin out into orbit, think about Venus and 

Saturn and extraterrestrial life.   

 “And you know what else she said?” Diane starts to say. Then I see Helen Cornell. 

Helen, who never speaks, wears thick black glasses that shield her face like a bubble 

around some sci-fi city on another planet. Has mousy blond hair is shaped like a scrub 

oak. Helen’s mother, Mrs. Cornell, is our Girl Scout leader.  

 “No,” I quickly tell Diane. “I'll tell you who's weird.” I point to Helen who looks 

down at her knobby knees. Diane and Carol's hands go up to their mouths to hide their 

laughter. I breathe out in relief. My mother can stay buried for now. Redirect the shame 

onto Martha. Carol grabs me by the arm, and we had toward Mrs. Bushnell for the 
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meeting to begin. 

 Carol is my new best friend in fourth grade. Leslie moved away to a farm in 

Montrose. She always writes me these dull letters about how many pigs and goats she has 

I really don't care to ever write her back.  Because Carol is much nicer than Leslie. She's 

got wavy brown hair and when she laughs at the tip of her nose wrinkles up like she 

Samantha on Bewitched. She's more like me, because she's from a troubled home. Carol's 

mom is divorced and works as an accountant at a fancy restaurant in Boulder. Whenever 

she talks about her mom and dad and how her little brother Ben and her have to spend 

different weekends a different parents’ houses she looks like she just wants to curl up on 

my lap and be pet like a little puppy. We play foursquare together at recess and laugh and 

have fun, and she doesn't make fun of my greasy hair or the fact that sometimes I still 

forget to wear shorts under my dresses, the way Leslie did.  

 Carol and I love to make fun of Mrs. Cornell. Like laugh behind her back. I don't 

know why. It's like the two of us united strength or something when we do. Two misfits. 

Maybe it's because Mrs. Bushnell rivals my mother. Mrs. Bushnell, her hair white and 

just like Helen’s, the same wild scrub oak. Her fat bottom stuffed into plaid and stained 

polyester pants. There was a meeting at her house once. We met Mr. Cornell. He was 

almost totally bald and had around scar right in them in the center of his forehead that 

looked like a bullet went through there. Their son Orson was a scurrying little anemic 

mouse. Their house was packed full of junk everywhere with crayons scribbled all over 

the walls, old furniture, puzzles, books. All the girls gaped and snickered at the messy 

house. I felt terrified if anybody were to ever know about my house. So I joined in, 

snickered along.  
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 Today I have to worry about my secrets, since Mom has invaded my sacred school 

space. I have to protect myself. Have to survive. I stare at Helen from afar. Her shoulders 

hunched over as she sits cross-legged on the cafeteria floor, listening to her mother take 

role while everybody is snickering about her. I feel really bad, really, really bad, like 

somebody took off Barbie doll heads and we changed places. But I can’t be kind. I 

torment Helen instead. It torments me. It’s like this movie I saw on TV called A Girl 

Named Sooner about some poor child this couple adopts and her only friend was this 

little bird. One day all these kids ganged up on the little bird and stoned it to death in the 

street. Sooner joined in. I didn’t understand that scene. It didn’t make sense. I cried and 

cried for that little bird. What made Sooner destroy the thing she loved? 

Buy I’m one more of my mother’s explosive episodes away from being demoting 

to ultra-geek level. My stomach turns just thinking about today's lunch episode. 

 At Girl Scouts we sit on the cafeteria floor in the front row. When Mrs. Cornell 

comes to my name on the roll call she says in her nasal voice, “I wish you would start 

wearing your Girl Scout uniform to the meetings, Patti.”  My cheeks burn.  

 

I glare at Mrs. Cornell. I refuse to wear my Girl Scout uniform. It’s not like 

Carol’s - new, a light green smock with buttons and a matching white shirt with little Girl 

Scout emblems on it. And a sash to sew all her badges on. Not my uniform. Mom got it 

from a garage sale.  It’s one-piece, dark green, heavy fabric like a stiff bag, missing the 

sash, old from the 60s or 50s or maybe Juliette Gordon Low originally wore it herself for 

all I know when she started the Girl Scouts back in 1912. I won’t wear it. I ignore Mrs. 

Bushnell’s weekly pleas.  
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 I hate my uniform. I hate it more than anything in the world. It’s bad enough that 

I have to bring in the Girl Scout Handbook for Mrs. Bushnell to initial the work I’ve done 

so that I can get little round badges in sewing and drama and camping, even though Mom 

wouldn’t let me go camping with the troop last summer because some Girl Scouts were 

murdered in the Colorado wilderness. I hand Mrs. Bushnell my handbook. The handbook 

Mom found at the garage sale with the uniform. The handbook some other girl owned, 

who already had her girl scout leader sign it, scribble it up. The handbook I used an 

eraser on the penciled-in pages, or had to take globs of white out on every ball-point-

penned page, even the front page where THIS BOOK BELONGS TO.  

I stand next to Mrs. Cornell as she opens it. She’s so stout and I notice there’s a 

hair on her chin. I endure her coffee breath, even though the badges will just sit in my 

jewelry box on my dresser. Never to touch a sash. Forever a desire for a new Girl Scout 

uniform and sash.  

“You did all this?” Mrs. Cornell asks, disbelievingly.  

“Yes,” I scowl, and my eyes search for Helen. She signs it, her blue ball point pen 

drawing over the dry bumps of white out, white out that didn’t cover all the old pen 

marks, the faded ghosts of some other girl’s achievements, written down in a book, 

discarded, no longer needed. Haunting.  

I snatch my book back. I give Helen a dirty look. She looks down. My heart sinks. 

I don’t know why I torment her. Then I scowl again. This is survival. Redirection. 

Because Helen has a clean new sash. Helen has a new Girl Scout handbook. Helen wears 

a new uniform. Even though it’s wrinkled, even though her mother is wacky and they 

have a messy house like me. We could be the same Barbie doll but with switched heads. 
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The only difference is that at least Helen has a new uniform. 

 

TAMSEN 
 

 

I meet Tamsen Perks at the fifth grade bake sale when our teacher Mrs. Phillips 

pairs us up to make a poster. Tamsen is tall and kind of chubby with slick straight yellow 

hair cut short page boy style. But she can draw funny faces of people with big noses and 

we laugh and laugh together and I see the dimples in her cheeks. 

“Hey, I had so much fun. You want to come over to my house and play?” she 

asks. 

I’m so happy that I have another friend, because Carol moved away to South 

Boulder and she writes me letters that she is French-kissing boys at Southern Hills Jr. 

High. I can’t believe it. I feel like such an outcast because no boy even says boo to me. 

Some girls, like Diane Bridge are already wearing bras and I am just as flat as two beeves 

on a board. At least that’s what this boy Mike Stever told me once. 

The next day I get to go to Tamsen’s house. We walk home in the slushy snow 

because Tamsen lives in the subdivision behind the school. She walks home every day in 

her gray, fake-fur-lined parka, and it makes her look like a blond, oversized Eskimo. She 

also walks home whenever the class has a Halloween, Christmas or a Valentine’s day 

party because her parents are Jehovah’s Witnesses.  

Tamsen’s mother isn’t home when we get there because she is a nurse at Boulder 

Manor She has a little sister named Carrie who’s a year younger and looks exactly like 

Tamsen only skinny. Her Dad does something like travel to Saudi Arabia sometimes, and 
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he was in the Korean War because there’s a big black trunk that’s a coffee table just like 

Dad’s that holds all his war stuff. But their house is nice, simple, clean with a front living 

room that nobody sits in and a big upright piano without any nicks or scratches or dust on 

it and Tamsen and I like to play on it.  She gets real piano lessons from Swalley’s Music 

house downtown. 

There’s a huge Victorian dollhouse with every perfect little piece of furniture, 

little oriental rugs and smooth, perfectly carved wooden end tables and paisley wallpaper. 

How I dream that this is my house to live in for real. And Tamsen has a big pink canopy 

bed with matching white furniture. I want a pink canopy bed.  

“You want to make burritos for a snack?” she asks. I nod. She pulls out the cream 

cheese and I help spread it on the tortillas. Tamsen rolls it up and zaps it in the 

microwave. I brush the crumbs off the counter onto the floor to help clean up. 

“Hey! What are you doing? Don’t brush the crumbs on the floor!” She stares at 

me, then she heads to a closet with a funny look on her face. 

“Sorry,” I say. I don’t think I will ever be able to invite Tamsen over to my house. 

She hands me a broom and I start sweeping. 

“Can I have a smetak?” 

“A what?” 

“A smetak?” 

“What’s a smetak?” 

“To sweep the crumbs up.” 

“You mean a dust pan?” she pulls it out of a closet. 

“Well, yeah, and you know, the little hand broom you sweep crumbs up with.” 
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She looks at me funny. But that’s a smetak. Isn’t it? I wonder. That’s the word Mom 

always used. Smetak. Use the smetak, Nancy, Albert, Patti, Jeanie. Use this little hairy, 

black broom that fits in your hand to sweep the armfuls of crumbs into the dustpan. I 

guess it’s some Czech word Mom learned from her mother, Grandma T., because it’s the 

only word I’ve ever heard Mom use regarding sweeping or dustpans.  

“We just have a broom and a dust pan. Will that work?” Tamsen asks. 

I nod and sweep it up quick.  

We eat our burritos standing up and then Tamsen says, ‘Hey, you want to see my 

name in a book?” I nod. We got to the bookshelf and she pulls off the shelf Donner’s 

Trail. Sure enough, her name Tamsen is the very first word in the book. I guess she was 

cannibalized early on.  

“Why’d your folks name you for that?” 

“I don’t know,” she shrugs, taking a big bite out of her burrito. 

 

Tamsen and I spend every day together after school. Every weekend. Mom, can 

you take me to Tamsen’s house? Dad, can you pick me up? Mom is usually happy to get 

me out of the house so that she can read of write on some new poem she’s working on. 

Tamsen and I collect stamps together, and go to a stamp store that Mom drops us off at in 

Boulder every week and stuff the expensive stamps in with the cheapo 3 cent stamps 

when the owners aren’t looking so we get really cool stamps from all over the world.  At 

least until the store goes out of business. We buy the huge Harris 2-volume Standard 

Stamp Album and obsess over getting stamps from Zululand or Swaziland or Tonga or 

Seychelles or the Spanish Sahara. 
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Tamsen and I get fish tanks together. I got mine at a garage sale, and Albert 

helped me seal the leaky tank with silicone. Even Dad thought it was cool that I had a 

pair of black-and-white-striped angel fish named Buffy and Dallas and goldfish I named 

Bonnie and Clyde. I mixed them with a school of neon tetras and in the morning Clyde 

had a neon fin hanging out of his mouth. 

“You dip,” Tamsen says. “You’re not supposed to mix tropical fish with 

goldfish.” I frown. I know, I say to myself. I just am experimenting. But she has a khuli 

loach named “Yul Poh Hi Loach,” after Yule Brynner and a Carol Burnett episode where 

she sounds like a lighthouse.  

I like Tamsen’s mom. I’m like her adopted daughter.  Her name is Nancy, with a 

little bubble perm, round glasses and a cage full of per canaries. She takes me grocery 

shopping with her and more often than not brings me back to my home. 

When my mother picks me up at Tamsen’s house she and Nancy hit it off. They 

talk about the playing the piano and about Mom’s player piano they talk about “My 

horrible daughter, Patti.”  

Mom gets on Tamsen’s piano and plays Mac the Knife. 

I watch my mother. Her little brown eyes are lit up and her hands are caressing 

the piano as if it were her heart. It makes me so happy to hear her music. To see Mom 

happy and normal and actually doing something good for a change. I think about a 

photograph that Dad carries in his wallet. He shows it to me sometimes. He says it’s his 

favorite picture of her. Mom, young, real young, when Mom and Dad were just married, 

in 1959. She’s in a white blouse and a beautiful puffy 1950s skirt, delft blue and her lips 

are painted rocket red. Her hair is black and coiffed. She’s seated at the piano, her hands 
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stretched and posed on the keys as she turns toward you. Enchants me with her once 

beauty, her talent, her music. And I think, wow, Mom was normal once. Maybe Mom can 

be normal again. And she is. When she’s playing the piano and signing. Just like when 

she plays the organ at St. Ambrose church and for the duration I don’t even think of the 

prayer that usually played in my head at church, which is, “My God, when is Mom going 

to humiliate me in public next? When is Dad going to be sick again in bed for days on 

end? Please help!” 

“Your mother is such a delight,” Mrs. Perks says driving me home one day. It 

makes me smile and think, maybe if Mom plays more piano she will be normal. She and 

Dad will be happy forever after. “How about I pop on in and check out your player piano 

your Mom told me all about?” I freeze. How can I ever let Mrs. Perks know about our 

house? 

 She parks her car in our driveway. I stare at the front screen door. Tamsen’s 

mother will see the crumbs on the floor. Enough crumbs for an entire universe of mice to 

have their own Garden of Eden. She will see the horrible player piano. She will see the 

truth, in all its hideousness. That Mom isn’t normal yet. I don’t know what surprises will 

come out of her once she sets foot inside our house. 

“I’ll … I’ll go in and check.” I say. I go inside, through the screen door. Whack. 

There’s a terrible feeling of dread turning in my stomach. Mom is at the table, eating 

something unexplainable.  I stand there in the hallway while Tamsen and Carrie and her 

mom wait in the idling car. I turn around a few minutes later, run out the door, whack, 

and say, “Everybody’s all crashed out. Sorry. You’ll have to try another time.” 
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BATES STREET 
ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI 
 

 

Just about every summer our family takes some kind of a camping trip in the 

“camper stamper” as Mom calls the little fishing hut that sits on the back of the yellow 

Chevy truck Dad bought.  Mom stuck glow in the dark stickers on the driver’s door of the 

yellow Chevy truck that spell THE SIX STRAUBS, and it looks like some kind of coat of 

arms for a band of wandering Bohemians.  

We set off for places like The Four Corners of Yellowstone Park or California. 

Once we were in Carmel, California and this woman dressed in clothing from India 

handed Nancy a flower and then asked her for a dollar. Nancy brushed her off, saying 

she’s some weird Harry Krsna somebody. I said, “Harry who?”  

There are trips we take when we drive east on I-170 to St. Louis. To visit Grandpa 

T. To visit Mom’s sister sisters and brothers, Uncle Charlie, Aunt Mildred, Aunt Ruthie. 

To see family other than us Six Straubs stuck in a little house in the middle of a cornfield.  

We arrive on Bates Street where Grandpa Tichacek lives across the street from a 

cemetery. It’s so hot and sticky in St. Louis, not dry like Colorado, it makes Nancy, 

Albert and Jeanie’s hair curl. But not mine. My hair’s just a slick mess that Mom cut the 

bangs crooked on. Nancy braided it wet in the back of the camper in about ten different 

braids around my head so that when it dries I will have some sort of a crinkly wave. 

We pull up to Grandpa’s house and we all pile out. Grandpa T. comes out of the 

screen door of the little stone house. He’s old, old, and tall tall, hunched over in a dingy 

white t-shirt. His face is so scrunched up he looks like the old lady dolls we made at 

school using dried peeled apples for faces.  
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“Hi Dad, we’re here,” Mom reaches to hug him.  

“She looks like a nigger,” he says in his breathy, deep voice, staring at me in my 

braids. I hide behind Mom. She sighs. I hate visiting Grandpa T. He’s so old and mean 

that I wish he would die. 

Grandpa T.’s old house is gray-carpeted, spotless. It smells of mothballs and 

humid wood, and heavy plastic covers the chairs and sofa. There are bars on the windows 

“to keep the niggers out,” Grandpa T. says. Bobbie races around and around and around 

the two entrances to our dead grandmother’s bedroom and circles through the living 

room, fast, like he’s chasing her ghost.   

 

Grandpa T.’s kitchen smells like all the hard-boiled eggs he is always eating, 

slowly peeling every little shell off with his thick old hands while he sits at the little 

aluminum table. His coffee cups say “Ernie and “Chet” even though his name is Charles 

because he bought them on sale at the Venture Department store. He’s so old and slow 

moving that he has to ask Nancy to pull down the backside of his white undershot he 

changed into because it’s sticky from the humidity. Outside there are a rusty scooter and 

tricycle with twisted handlebars among other broken toys underneath the back porch. We 

kids ride them around and around the little garden where he grows tomatoes with so 

much DDT on them for pests that the leaves are burned. But we laugh and have fun, and 

our cousins Suzie and Joe and George and Meg, Beth, Chuck and Amy come over and 

it’s like wow, we have family. 

Albert and Nancy sleep in the attic and they swear it’s haunted.  Said they heard 

chains one night. Grandpa sleeps in Grandma’s old room and gave us his big room so that 



	   74	  

Jeanie and Mom and I sleep in his big bed. Dad sleeps on the couch.  

The August heat is unbearable without air conditioning. We toss and turn in the 

heat trying to sleep, laying in our white sticky underwear with windows flung wide open 

and with the fan blowing on us. It’s noise echoes through the room, through the whole 

house like a low “Ahhhhhh.” In the night, in the middle of the night,  Jeanie and I hear 

Grandpa T. shuffling slowly, slowly, down the stairs. Then we hear SNAP. And there is 

silence as the fan comes to a stop. Only the chirping of bugs outside and the smell of 

dampness. Jeanie and I flip the white cotton pillows to get the fresh cool side to tolerate 

the heat. 

“Dad! Dad!” Mom wakes up and calls out. “We’re roasting in here. Please turn 

the fan back on.” 

“God damn it! The electricity is too expensive to go on all night,” he screams in 

the darkness. “You’re not paying for it.” 

 

In the morning, Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie, we all can’t wait to run down to 

the cracked sidewalk to the corner stare and buy candy. Grandpa T. calls out after us as 

we ran down the sidewalk “It’s a gyp joint. Gyp joint. You’re wasting your money.” 

Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie, we walk back with our hands full of rock candy, 

candy lipsticks, candy cigarettes, wax lips and Zots and chocolate bars. We stuff 

ourselves with candy, and then we all pile into the camper stamper again for Mom and 

dad to drive us to see the St. Louis arch.  

When we return Grandpa T. is standing in the middle of his living room, 

screaming, “God damn, lazy bitches!” He’s hunched over, tall, tall, and his scraggly 
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whiskered face is mean and hard. He is hovering above a Hershey’s candy bar wrapper 

that I left in the middle of his spotless carpet. Black ants have made a trail from their 

home on the doorstep to the sticky chocolate wrapper and are swarming all over it. He 

sees Mom. “God damn dirty bitches. I bet they pee on the floor at home.” 

 “God Damn, lazy bitches!” Grandpa T. caught me turning off the Tom and Jerry 

show with my big toe the next afternoon. “What lazy bitches you have here, Agnes.”  I 

run to Mom. She presses me into her big fat belly and breasts and I feel so good. “God 

damn lazy bitches. That’s what they are.” 

 “It’s OK, Patti. It’s OK,” she whispers to me. Mom seems just as scared as I am. 

“He just gets so angry. I don’t know why he gets so angry.” 

“God damn lazy bitches!” Grandpa T. screams another day. But this time he’s not 

screaming at anybody. He’s just screaming. Shuffling around the house, screaming, until 

Aunt Mildred comes to pick him up for Mass.  

 

YOU COULD BE A TICHACEK BRIDE 
 

 

While Dad is upstairs in sitting in the living room by a fan reading an astrology 

magazine, Mom is in Grandpa T.’s basement. 

 “Shit, dog shit. Crap house, dog shit.” Mom says, shuffling around boxes, 

pushing old furniture around by the light of a bare bulb. She’s moving around the heavy 

mothball smell, the smell of old Tichacek Brother’s Painting Company accounting books, 

scrawled with Grandpa T.’s addition, humid, rotting. The taste of dust. The smell of old 

rail road ties, stacked in a corner. Mom is searching, searching.  
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In the basement Albert and Nancy are playing pool on a table so warped and 

scratched that it looks like a mossy pond. Jeanie and I hang with Mom as she digs around 

the basement. The basement is filled, jam-packed with stuff.  Mom’s digging through an 

old box of antique toys, dusty dirty, a monkey with cymbals, a rusty grain elevator toy 

made of metal. She snags an old radio with four tubes. 

“My God,” Mom says, sloshing her false teeth around in her mouth. “I gave these 

cans of tomato sauce to Dad years ago. I think when I was married. Why are they still 

here?” In cigar boxes I find rubber bands so old they crumble at the touch and leave grit 

on my fingers. I peer into Postum cans full of nails, screws, old locks without keys, nuts, 

bolts rusty tools. All of Grandpa’s things, jammed into the basement, twisted wires, 

broken lamps, a ripped-up black top hat that still popped up, a 1914 Army cookbook.  

“I don’t know why he saves all of this crap. He’s so afraid the Great Depression 

will return and the banks will steal all of his money again. Stupid. He never spent the 

money on us. Shit, dog tricks,” Mom shudders as she speaks. “My poor mother. What 

stupid crap.” Mom says. 

Mom looks around Grandpa’s basement some more. Finds a collection of 

porcelain figurines. She gives a Siamese cat one to Jeanie and a fat mouse one to me. She 

fingers a hand-sized one of a cocker spaniel and her pup riding on a sailboat. 

“It’s so cute,” she says fingering it like a prized doll. “ What a shame,” she tells 

me. “My father always had hunting dogs. Cute little beagles.  The poor things, they were 

always kept in cages. Oh, Patti, the fleas were horrible. Poor things always scratching. I 

felt so sorry for them. And one day Moxie had puppies, and Dad called us over to see the 

miracle of life. And I wanted to keep them, at least one of them. But he said no. Then he 
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drowned them, one by one, in a bucket of water. Isn’t that terrible Patti?” I nod. I watch 

her face, how sad, like a little girl, and my heart is heavy again. 

Mom starts looking around again. Moving things around. Hauling things up from 

the basement. 

“How are we going to fit all this in the camper?” Dad complains. 

 

I know we are in Grandpa T’s house, but I could be wrong. We could be in our 

basement. Back home on Kilkenny Street. Where Mom stands at the top of the stairs, too 

lazy to walk something down, so she throws it down. Crash, bang, boom. Leaving it 

laying at the bottom of the stairs. Like the time she threw Dad’s antique painting down 

the steps. An oil painting that Oma gave him of the jungles of Java and had been in the 

family since the 1900s. Crash, bang, boom. 

Other times back at our house, Mom hobbles down to our basement, her hands 

steadying herself on the handrail that used to be white but is now black with the dirt of a 

hundred-thousand graspings. In the cramped basement, she shuffles things around, 

rummages in the dozens and dozens of eat-up boxes, puts their contents in different 

corners of the basement, or sometimes she brings stuff back up, old curtains to cut up, 

towels and blankets to pile in the corner. I don’t know why. I like to go down to the 

basement on Kilkenny, curious to find out what’s there. There’s the smell of mold from 

when the sump pump quits working every once in a while and water overflows and we 

wade through ankle-deep water. There’s the smell of curtains and blankets that got wet, 

heaped into mounds, still damp. The dark gray concrete walls, the dirty basement window 

wells lined with a thousand gray amore of roll polly bugs. I go in the basement to 
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rummage around, push aside the moldy boxes the old tomato soup cans, the mounds of 

clothing turned into rags after being cut up with the zigzag scissors.  It’s an adventure. A 

searching. You never know what you will find. In the darkness, in the bewildering chaos. 

There may be a treasure. Or something you can rescue. Something you can bring back up. 

I spend time in the basement. Looking for old Christmas ornaments, old toys and 

posters that Mom decided to steal from our room for some reason. They bring up 

memories, like, so there’s where my favorite Happy Days Fonzie t-shirt went, even 

though it’s not cut up in six pieces. Or there’s scattered marbles and torn paper dolls that 

echo of a happy day with Nancy and Jeanie. 

Albert’s room is down here now. He’s getting too big to share with Jeanie. So he 

and Dad built him a room in the basement where he hangs out, smokes hand-rolled 

cigarettes and plays his electric guitar. But his room is unfinished. A large, sea-blue 

carpet remnant Mom got at a garage sale covers part of the wood flooring below, but not 

all of it. The closet is unfinished. Dark and creepy cold with a yellow dingy curtain for a 

door old wire hangers like ghosts to hang his clothes.  

 I spent the night in his room once for fun when Albert spent the night with the 

Campbell boys. I lay in alone in the dark in the night. And something fell on top of me 

from the ceiling. Something wet, on my forehead, something soft. And then another 

one.  In the morning out on the porch, sitting in the backyard. Sitting outside in the light I 

find out what these things are. I pulled one out of my underpants. A black sluggy 

something. An insect, wet.  

  

“Shit, dog shit,” Mom says, dropping a big box she hauled up from Grandpa T.’s 
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basement.  Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie, we rummage through it. We rummage 

through boxes and find a lot of papers and newspapers, especially stuff from Grandpa’s 

business like stationary and business cards. Jeanie pulls out an old sepia-colored photo of 

the Tichacek family dynasty. Our portly great grandfather Louis J. Tichacek, born on an 

ocean liner coming over from the old country of Bohemia. His wife, Anna J. Wodicka, 

rotund in a white shirt buttoned up to her chin and long skirt, a long braid wrapped in a 

circle on top of her head like a snake, looking a lot like Mom. She is slumped, chest 

collapsed as if exhausted from bearing twelve children, two of whom died. The nine 

Tichacek brothers line up behind them ages ranging from 33-year-old Louis junior to the 

young boy Eugene, 7, standing by his mother. Grandpa T. is the tallest, in the middle. 

The others brothers, some look happy, others look as if there is a problem gene being 

passed down the line. The only daughter, Marie, sits next to mother. We read in a 

newspaper clipping that she died in childbirth of septic poisoning on April 20, 1920. We 

find newspaper clippings, yellowing and torn. We find lots of them. 

 

ARE YOU BLOND AND NOT GIDDY?  
THEN YOU HAVE A CHANCE TO WED A TICHACEK 

ST. LOUIS – FEB 20 1913 –The BIRMINGHAM NEWS 

 
 When Mrs. Anna Wodicka Tichacek let it be known a couple of weeks ago that it 

was her most exalted ambition to marry off her handsome sons to servant girls employed 
in her own family, she hardly could have dreamed what results would follow the 
announcement Mrs. Tichacek said, you will perhaps recall, that she had married off three 
of her sons to servant girls and they were oh! So happy. She had five other sturdy mall 
off-spring of marriageable age, which she said she wanted to dispose of likewise to 
servant girls, which she herself should employ. 

As just remarked Mrs. Tichacek only could have dreamed what a stir her innocent 
little statement would cause in girldoria. The five unmarried boys it may be said in 
passing are not only handsome but are pretty well off financially. Pretty good catches, the 
boys. Perhaps this is why every girl in town now wants to serve in the home of the 
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Tichaceks. Competition is very keen and Mrs. Tichacek is kept constantly on the jump 
answering telephone calls.  

So great has been the congestion on the telephone wires that the boys, who are not 
only handsome and well-to-do, but also clever, have worked out a scheme to save the 
telephone girls and their mother from exhaustion and relieve the postman of his burden. 

 

We tell Mom about the article.  

“Dirty bastard. Dad only cared about his stupid, shitty brothers. He never cared 

about us.  Mom wasn’t happy at all!”  There is a pile of envelopes on top of the box 

printed with TICHACEK BROTHERS PAINTING COMPANY and a row of the nine 

brothers’ heads that Grandpa T. has doodled over, drawing around the heads of quarters 

and dimes to make faces and moons. She shreds them, cursing. 

“My poor mother, she could’ve gone to Argentina with her boyfriend and not 

marry my shitty father.” She says, her false teeth clenching. “He was never around, 

always with his shitty brothers, taking care of the shitty business, never spending his 

money on us. Always saving it in the stupid bank. Shit, dog shit!” She rests against a 

wall. Exhausted from the walk up the basement. “Shit! Making me go to that damn 

Catholic school, dirty bitch nuns. My stupid father, wearing those ugly filthy, greasy rags, 

that he painted in. Always painting. Always working. You want to hear a sad story, kids? 

I saw him coming down the street one day when I was little, and I was so embarrassed, I 

didn’t want to be seen with my father. I walked on the other side of the street. Can you 

believe that kids?” We kids stare at each other. “Dog, rat cat trap,” she says, and clomps 

back down into the basement. 

Grandma T., a good cook servant girl married off to a Tichacek. A little plump 

woman with a frizzy perm and tiny wire spectacles, who listened to OOM PA PA music 

from Czechoslovakia, who tied Mom to her chair with a jump rope because she wouldn’t 
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finish her dinner. Mom said she was born in Rakvicie, Austria-Hungary,  carried a bucket 

of coal every day, had a brother who died of pneumonia because he didn’t want to get 

beaten because he fell through the ice in a lake so he told no one about it.  She died of 

cancer in 1973, but Albert said she went insane. Busted her hand through the back door 

glass, crushed a light bulb in her bare hand.  

There’s a black and white picture of Grandma T., young, thick, wearing a heavy 

Czech dress and white lacy apron. Mom says it’s her mother that she gets her big 

Hochman titties from. “HOCHMAN,” Mom says of Grandma T.’s maiden name, 

scrapping her throat like she’s trying to spit when she pronounces the CH. Mom says that 

we get our loud Tichacek voice from one of her grandfather’s Uncles, Tichacek, who was 

a Wagnerian opera singer and sang the title roles in Tannenhauser and Rienzi. That’s why 

we can yell, scream, shout, over everybody. That’s why Mom’s voice when she’s 

screaming carries out the open windows, out onto the street, out into everybody’s ears in 

the neighborhood.  

 We read the headlines of the yellow faded newspapers. 

MOTHER OF 9 SONS TRAINS SERVANT TO BE WIVES FOR HER 
BOYS 

HAS MADE THREE SUCH MATCHES, WHILE FATHER HAS TAKEN 8 
SONS INTO FIRM 

 
 

MRS. LOUIS J. TICHACEK’S RULE IS THAT ‘IF A GIRL IS GOOD 
ENOUGH TO WORK IN MY HOUSE FIVE YEARS, SHE IS GOOD ENOUGH 

TO MARRY ONE OF MY SONS’ 
 

THREE MARRIED SONS LIVE NEAR PARENTS AND EVERY NIGHT 
THERE IS A FAMILY PARTY AT THE HOME 

 

WOULD BE WIVES BESIEGE HOME OF FIVE ELIGIBLE SONS 
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HUNDREDS TELEPHONE TICHACEKS, WHO TRAIN SERVANTS TO 
BE WIVES FOR THE BOYS 

THEY WOULD WORK THERE 

RECEIVER TAKEN OFF TO PERMIT UNINTERRUPTED FAMILY 
PENUCHLE GAME 

A LOT OF CALLS FOR JEROME 
 

An article dated June 20, 1925 St. Louis Dispatch the headline reads: 

EIGHTH TICHACEK BROTHER MARRIES A GOOD COOK 
 

There is a big photo with the article. All the Tichacek brothers loom behind the 

seated wives, their big brimmed hats shadowing their faces. Nancy, Albert, Patti and 

Jeanie. We all wonder where the housekeeping and cooking training came into play with 

Mom. Something didn’t get passed down. We have the Hochman titties, we have the 

Tichacek voice. But we were never taught to clean or cook. Mom sure as hell didn’t learn 

either. We wonder what happened.  

I wonder about our upbringing. Just how are we supposed to compete for a rich 

man? I mean without Nancy and Teen magazine, I’d be a gonner. Not one boy even says 

boo to me. But then of course I’m always hanging around Tamsen and we are so 

obsessed with our fish tanks and stamp books and riding bikes and playing tennis in the 

street. Tamsen says forget about boys. They are jerks. But I can’t help but wonder. I 

wonder what happened to Mom growing up with Grandpa T. Nancy says Mom was a 

rebel and Grandpa T. didn’t like it. Albert says Mom is just insane. 

 

 

THE CONTEST 
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When I come home from school I sometimes find my mother at the sitting in her 

rocking chair reading a book, her spectacles splattered with grease, a big thick yellow 

highlighter in her hand messing up all the text in the book. Other days I find her singing, 

playing the piano, her long, twisting fingers working on some new Scottish tune,. 

Skye Bonnie Boat, like a bird on the wing 
Carry me o’er to sky. 
 

But usually I always find her seated at the old electric Brother typewriter in the 

old living room that is now a dining room, but it’s not a dining room because we never 

eat there. It’s just filled up with junk and papers and the table where Mom writes. Mom 

writes her poetry and freelance features for the Star Courier. Every afternoon after school 

we find her tap, tap tapping away at the old Brother typewriter. Dentures clicking, mind 

anywhere but 1388 Kilkenny Street. 

 The typewriter makes a loud humming sound like a car engine sputtering to stay 

turned over, and it heats up the wood table she is working on. The table with piles and 

piles of papers, thousands of Xeroxed copies of pictures, poems, halves of poems, stories 

missing the other pages, newspaper clippings. A broken model ship made of bamboo sits 

in the middle, collecting dust and it’s got a ceramic dog sitting on the bridge, standing 

watch. Behind her a cut out sign hangs on a lamp reading WRITER AT WORK. 

Magazines lay scattered, as if shipwrecked from a storm, along with the old books, 

Chemistry, Exploring Music, The Empire of the Rising Sun.  And always the folk music 

plays,  

No, no, no my Dolly no. No my Dolly no, no my Dolly no. 
No, no, no my Dolly no. No my Dolly no, no no. 
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 “Shit, dog shit,” she mumbles to herself when the keys bunch up. I watch her. 

She seems happy. I’m happy for her.  She doesn’t notice me. We can walk in front of her 

a hundred times and she doesn't notice we are there. All she knows are her stories, her 

words, her fantasies. She writes our lives, and we find them in the newspapers. We find 

her there. 

 

TYPICAL YOUNG AREA COUPLE HAS LIVED LIFE OF TRAVEL, 
EXCITEMENT, ADVENTURE 

 
So reads the headline in the Globe-Democrat April 10, 1963. There’s a grainy 

photograph of Mom and Dad, looking so young, young before I was born, Dad dutifully 

holding a scrapbook in front of some plain wooden Dutch shoes. Mom looks surprisingly 

decent, a hounds tooth dress, thin, eager-eyed.  

“Albert and Ann Straub have many stories to tell their children as they 
grow up. From their father they’ll learn that war is a terrible thing and freedom is 
a precious gift. From their mother, they should pick up a sense of adventure – 
and itchy feet.” 

 

We kids see our lives in the newspapers, in the headlines, in the stories Mom 

freelance writes for the newspapers, in the letters she writes to the editor and opinion 

columns. 

We all know her stories. The ones she enthusiastically calls up the editors to write 

about, and they actually agree sometimes. She got a dollar for “Our Own Oddities’ in the 

St. Louis dispatch, that shows her as a cartoon drawing, tussle-haired with a rucksack 

slung on her shoulder, 1957, hitchhiking 7,000 miles through Europe alone, speaking 

nothing but English, through 13 countries. Visiting Grandma T.’s relatives behind the 

Iron Curtain in Czechoslovakia.   
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There are other headlines, other stories. 

STAR VALENTINE REPORT; HOW I MET MY HUSBAND. 

The article has a grainy black-and-white photograph of an older Dad seated on the 

left serious looking, Mom on the right, smiling sweetly and holding a black blob that only 

we know is Bobbie in her arms. She wrote about how they met at a Valentine’s Day 

dance, 1959, at the International Institute in St. Louis. 

 
I came to the door with another young woman, a stranger to me, but she 

must have caught Albert’s eye, because he asked one of the hostesses there to 
formally introduce him. 

The hostess who, was an acquaintance of mine, made a mistake and 
thought my husband meant me. So she promptly ran up the stairs where I was 
taking off my coat and told me there was someone who was dying to meet me. 

Needless to say, I was flattered. I couldn’t imagine whom I could have 
impressed with my entry. But then he told me I wasn’t the girl he wanted to 
meet, which was rather ungentlemanly, to say the least. 

He said his name was Albert Straub, and he looked rather pale. But before 
the evening was up, after all those Valentine’s games, and those magnificent 
tangos, rumbas, sambas, meringues, Albert gave me his phone number. He didn’t 
ask me for mine! 

He said, “If you ever need a ride, call me.” 
So I called him, although I had my own car and he lived about 12 miles 

from my home.  He had just gotten out of the American army. He was working 
for an engineering firm and surviving on hot dogs and rice.”  

Albert was born in Djombang, Java, the Dutch East Indies (Now 
Indonesia) At one time he lived in a 55 room rented palace of the Sultan. It even 
had five courtyards. The palace was considered haunted by the natives, so the 
rent was cheap. 

In 1941, when Albert was just 8 years old, world war II was starting, In 
Java, it was called the Dutch Japanese war. Shortly after the war began, Albert, 
his mother and two sisters, Lennie and Elizabeth were put in a concentration 
camp set up by the invading Japanese. His father, drafted into the Dutch army, 
died later in a POW camp outside Tokyo. 

Being a male among women Albert was forcibly taken from his mother 
and place in another camp for old men and young boys to spend three years there 
alone. He survived but here were times of great and intense despair for such a 
youngster. In the midst of starvation, disease and unspeakable cruelties, survival 
was his only occupation. Education, books, newspapers and radios were 
forbidden by the Japanese. There were no doctors, no dentist, not even aspirins, 
or any other medical supplies allowed. Food consisted of mostly starchy gruel 
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and leaves. 
To eat Albert stole pig food, For the Japanese kept pigs and fed 

themselves well. When the war ended a Japanese guard opened the gates at the 
prison camp at Ambarawa, Java, where Albert had been incarcerated and said 
that everyone was free to leave. 

But just as the great rusty gates of the prison opened, a group of 
Indonesian guerillas, bent on ridding Indonesia of all whites, rushed into the 
camp to massacre the remaining Dutch survivors. One Japanese guard at the 
gates had already committed hari-kari in disgrace because of the dishonor the act 
of surrender. The other Japanese guard grabbed a machine gun and mowed down 
the Indonesians. It's as a turn-about act of the enemy suddenly becoming the 
guardian of his charges. 

This was the second time Albert had been saved from death. The first 
time, he had actually died of dysentery in the camp. He said he had seen his 
grandparents who had died before him. But instead of them beckoning for him to 
come with them they said “God back, go back,” and he miraculously came back 
to life. 

Once through the gates to freedom, Albert began walking. Other times he 
had gone through that gate to dig mass graves. But now he kept walking from 
camp to camp wearily searching for his mother. 

Finally because he could think of no other place to go, he returned to his 
old camp, where one night he recognized the voices of two of his cousins – Leika 
nd Joris – as the passed him in the darkness. Leika and Joris then took this 
bedraggled urchin cousin with them by train to Yogyakarta, their former home. 

The trains were overcrowded and dangerous. The Indonesian were 
blowing up railroad track and trainload after trainload of surviving Dutch. 

There at the train station in Yogya, by a miracle, he found his mother and 
sisters, who had been waiting for days, meeting each train in the hopes that one 
of them would bring Albert back to them. The happiness was brief. Three months 
later, the streets of all Indonesia, and especially the densely-populated island of 
Java, were ablaze with burning killings, looting, murder and the sound of 
machine gun fire day and night. The revolution, led by Sukarno, had begun. 

For political and racial reasons, Albert and his family were again placed 
in a concentration camp. This time Indonesian. For seven grim months, 
conditions were even worse than the Japanese camps, but Albert survived and 
was liberated by British troops. 

He crossed the seas on an overcrowded ship, remembering how many 
camp survivors, unable to take freedom, committed suicide by jumping 
overboard.  

His destination was the Netherlands. There for ten years he lived in the 
Hauge. 

He was drafted into the Dutch Army, which he describes as “rougher than 
any other army.” 

In 1956, he immigrated to the U.S., sponsored by a Dutch friend living in 
St. Louis. He served two years in the U.S. army at Ft. Knox in medical research. 

We have four children, Nancy 17, Albert 16, Patricia 11, and Jeanie 9. 
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Our fifth child is our terrier, Bob Straub. 
Albert is a Senior Electromechanical designer for Storage Technology in 

Broomfield.  
 

What Mom left out of the article is about how she asked him to marry 

her, because she wept to him about how she was getting old and wanted a 

husband, how she said she’d be good to him. How Dad felt sorry for her so 

married her. 

 
My mother writes. Freelance articles, letters to the editor. We read the headlines 

to find her. 

MRS. STRAUB TO DISCUSS CAMPS AND READ POETRY 

BOULDER HOUSEWIFE RECALLS DR. COMPTON’S INTERVIEW. 
ATOMIC BOMB DEVELOPER 

 
HIROSHIMA BOMBING WAS NECESSARY  

TO BRING WAR TO A QUICK END 
 

BOULDER MAN WILL WELCOME DUTCH SISTER MONDAY  
APART 14 YEARS 

 

FACTS ON HIROSHIMA AND TOKYO RAIDS 

HITLER OPENLY TOLD HIS BELIEFS, PLANS 

‘MEIN KAMPF’ REVEALS HITLER’S AIMS 

OPEN LETTER TO PAT NIXON 

SOME PROPOSALS ON POPULATION LIMITATION 

BIG BABIES RUN IN FAMILY 
 

DON’T LEAVE YOUR DOG INSIDE A HOT CAR 



	   88	  

READINGS FROM MEAN MAIDENS 

AM I MY DAUGHTER’S KEEPER? 

BOULDER WOMAN GETS LUCK OF THE DRAW 

GIVEAWAYS NET 3 TRIPS IN 6 MONTHS 

For a person who’s gone through life believing “I’m not that lucky,” Ann 
Straub has had a rather remarkable six months. Since Aug. 15, she has won three 
free trips in three separate contests. She and husband Albert celebrated their 25th 
wedding anniversary in December on a $4,000 cruise to Hawaii. 

Straub will have to fit in the round-trip plane trips to Los Angeles and 
Miami sometime this year. 

“I do believe in miracles,” Straub says after her winning streak. 
The Hawaii trip was particular miraculous, she believes, since she held a 

ticket on a cruise ship to Hawaii 25 years ago but canceled that trip to get 
married. 

“It came back to us,” she says with a smile. 
The series of wins began Aug. 15 when Straub and her son, Albert Jr., 

visited Aurora Mall during a promotional giveaway of 15 tickets to Los Angeles, 
Casually, they entered and gathered for the drawing. Winner 13, Ann Straub. 
Winner 14, Albert Straub Jr. 

As she pondered the best time to take that trip, Straub saw an 
advertisement in the Daily Camera for a giveaway of a Hawaiian cruise 
sponsored by Homestead House. She dropped off an entry blank. By the time the 
call came Oct. 15 announcing her win, Straub had forgotten the contest. “Who’s 
this,” she groused, “Some guy who wants to clean my carpet?” 

Straub and her husband left 5-degree Denver on Dec. 17 and landed in 
84-degree Honolulu. After a week’s cruise on the liner S.S. Independence they 
visited a week in Honolulu. 

Seven days after they returned, Straub attended an open house at 
Playmore Travel agency in Lafayette because she wanted to look over the 
business’ computer system (she is, ironically, studying to be a travel agent). She 
was surprised to find a giveaway program there. With a “Why not” shrug, she 
entered. She won the grand prize, two tickets to Miami. 

Although her recent winning streak is dramatic, Straub has been a winner 
of contests most of her life. At nine months, she was chosen Most Beautiful baby 
of St. Louis County, taking home $10 and a blue ribbon. 

Her lifelong habit of entering whatever contest is at hand has brought her 
a world globe with a circling miniature Pan-American plane, cooking classes, 
flight bags, two bottles of Scotch and a soldering iron. 

At 15, she won 10 flying lessons. The lessons ended abruptly when the 
plane’s propeller froze and student and teacher made an emergency landing in a 
Missouri cornfield. 

She also won a dinner with Liberace in St. Louis in 1961 … “And I 
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kissed him!” she recalls enthusiastically. 
It hasn’t been all wins, though. 
After giving birth to Nancy at 10 pounds and Albert and Patti, both at 10 

pounds 7 ounces, Straub bet her obstetrician $10 that number four, Jeanie, would 
also be 10 pounds 7 ounces. She lost by two ounces and still accuses the doctor 
of cutting the umbilical cord too short. 

 

When Mom is typing and writing she eventually sees me standing near her. She 

notices me. Maybe because I’ve gotten taller now that I’m in the seventh grade. Maybe 

because Nancy’s hand-me down bra I’m wearing has nothing to fill it and just makes two 

crumpled blobs in my shirt.  

 “Hi, Sparky. How was school today?” Mom asks one day.  Do you want to hear 

my great poem?” Her eyes are like little brown mouse eyes, soft and sweet, and her head 

is aglow with excitement. She clears her throat and reads, 

CABIN SMOKE 

 By Sydney Ann Straub 

“I love to watch the cabin smoke curl upward toward the sky 
Hear hame bells outside jingling, 
Meadowlarks’ morning singing 
As stallions sleek trot by 
I love the smell of coffee and soups 
In my kitchen invigorating 
A crackling fire – bucolic choir, 
Old dog’s bark reverberating. 
Kettles, pans, the old cook stove 
Spicy fragrances; bubbling cheese 
Scrumptious serendipitous recipes 
Cook up remarkably fine, benign 
As my cabin smoke bids, “WELCOME!” 
Come eat and Warm” beyond the trees 
On smoke-curling, blue skies unfurling 
Mountain days like these” 
 

Around the poem she’s drawn a little picture of a cabin with smoke curling out of 
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the chimney and a little rabbit is peeking out of the window.  

“What did you think?” 

“Cute, Mom. I liked it,” I say. Sweet little Mom. “But what’s a hame? 

“It’s part of a harness,” Mom says. 

Mom then moves to the kitchen to eat a mashed avocado and look over her poem 

again, marking it up with a red pen. Then it’s my turn to sit at the old Brother typewriter. 

I’m writing a radio mystery, like the ones I her with E.G. Marshall and Radio Mystery 

Theater that Albert and I listen to at night.  My fingers pluck away on scrap paper that 

Dad brought home from work that has all these strange black lines and patterns on one 

side that I guess are electrical engineering codes or something.  

From a buster brown shoebox I bring out the paper dolls, all slightly creased, cut 

from a 1925 Sears catalog that Mom found at a garage sale. Hat-covered girls in long fur-

lined coats. Husbands, square-shouldered, briefcases attached. They have their names. 

Hattie and June and Dick and that bitchy girl Leslie. She’s the villain. 

 I always write stories. Just like Mom. At school in creative writing class, kids 

write one paragraph and I write page after page.  Mrs. McCarthy passed out a pictures for 

the class to write about. The picture I got was of a woman on a horse wearing a silver 

collar around her neck. It became my wild idea about an alien visitor who cuts off 

people’s heads to make them robots, then puts them back together with a silver choker to 

carry out evil deeds. I can write and write and write, and the teacher says, read your story 

to the class.  

When the teacher says that I turn into the palest Dutch girl this side of the 

Atlantic. My stomach turns, my chest collapses. Fingers fly into my mouth. Standing up 
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in front of the class I want to disappear. I hate myself. I’m ugly. I’m stupid. I’m no good. 

I have an ugly house. All I can do is bury my head in my pages, hidden. I mumble fast, 

really fast so that I can’t be understood, while my right left swings back and forth like 

I’m warming up to jump hurdles and sometimes it whacks the teacher’s desk and makes a 

loud noise. 

 

Seventh grade. Platt Jr. High School, the English teacher announces that there’s a 

kids’ Christmas writing contest the Daily Camera newspaper is sponsoring. You could 

win $50. 

Tamsen and I sit down in the library to write. Words come so easily for me, but 

Tamsen is still chewing her green eraser tipped pencil, telling me how she loves this new 

girl Ellen, how funny she is.   

“The snow gently fell on the scrawny little puppy,” I write. Gimpy, I name him, 

after some scruffy man I saw on TV that looks like the smelly people sleeping in the 

chairs at the Boulder Public Library. They’re always there, hogging up the seats. Year 

after year. Mom keeps saying that Boulder’s hippie population is getting worse, and she 

complains now that these crazy Buddhist started their own university called Naropa the 

whole place is going to hell. Then she complains about some guy Paul Danish and his 

shitty zero growth plan for Boulder and she thinks because of it there will never be buses 

to Shannon Estates and we will forever be stuck in the country in our dumpy house. My 

pencil presses into the paper.  

“Come on, Patti,” Tamsen finally says. ‘It’s time for science.” 

I’ve almost finished the story. Gimpy is running around in the snow the night 
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before Christmas, freezing to death because some punks cut all his hair off, and there’s 

this poor little girl, just like him, sick out in the snow and she helps him warm up. But 

Gimpy gets caught by the dog catcher and he lands in the dog pound and after he’s 

gassed to death, he is reunited with the spirit of the little girl who froze to death in the 

snow that night too. I finish the story in Mr. Bender’s science class. 

I race home to show Mom. She likes to read my stories. She tells me they are 

wonderful. It makes me love her so. She danced around the kitchen when I came home 

with my reading lover award in the second grade. I see Mom sitting at her spot at the 

table. The same old spot she always sits, near the garbage can so she can throw food in it. 

A bunch of popcorn sits in front of her and the house smells like butter. She’s on this 

low-carb Atkins diet so that she can lose weight off her fat belly, and all she eats is plain 

hamburgers and cheese. Hamburgers and cheese. Or eggs and avocados. But she can’t 

give up her popcorn. She’s a popcorn-aholic, she says. I watch Mom as she thumbs 

through the mail quickly, then pulls out a letter.  

 “It’s from the New York Times, Patti. I hope they bought my poem.” She rips the 

envelope open with her pointer finger, reads it, dentures clicking, fingers shaking. Then 

she slumps in the chair, her long bony fingers rise to her forehead and rest. 

“The dirty bastards didn’t like my poem.” She stares at the pile of travel 

magazines she shredded last night that are sitting on the table. 

I feel so sorry for Mom. Sweet little Mom, she looks like a hurt puppy. Why can’t 

she get her poetry published? What’s wrong? I gulp back the sadness and rest my hand on 

her shoulder.  

“It’s OK, Mom. Keep trying,” I say. “They don’t know what good poetry is.” She 
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sits there motionless.  

“You know when I was a little girl in Catholic school, they had a contest at the 

fair, of who could collect the most pennies to save the Chinese orphan girls. I had 

collected so many. I’m sure I had the most. When I ran up the steps with my coffee can 

filled with pennies to show the sister, I tripped. And my pennies spilled all over the floor. 

The nun, stupid bitch, just frowned and said, ‘You stupid child, look what you’ve done.’ 

Now whenever I feel myself get close to winning something, I remember that time. I feel 

like I can’t make it.” 

My heart sits in my throat, my stomach tickles in fear. Poor Mom. Poor Mom.  

“I like your stories and poems. I really do,” I say, then I pull my Christmas story 

out of my backpack. Lay it in across her bowl of popcorn.  

“What’s this?” she asks. 

“It’s my story I wrote. There’s this Christmas story contest the Daily Camera is 

sponsoring. And you could win $50.” 

“$50 dollars!” Mom perks up. “Let’s read it, Sparky.” 

I fumble through the cookie jar looking for some cookies, picking off the bugs, 

while Mom reads my story. I watch my mother. Her eyes narrow and the line between her 

eyebrows darkens. Her jaw and false teeth move faster and faster. She lets out small 

hums every now and then. Then she digs under the pile on the table, finds a red pen and 

starts marking up my story. 

“This is terrible. You can’t send this in like this. You’ll never win,” she barks. My 

heart sinks, I can’t swallow the cookie. It sits stranded in my mouth. “This is just like the 

little Match Girl. You’ve copied it. And you can’t have the poor dog getting gassed to 



	   94	  

death. That’s terrible. Nobody will want to read it, it’s so horrible.” 

She gets up, snaps on the electric typewriter and it lurches into whirring and 

humming. The keys, clackclackclackclack, are furiously pounded, pounded so hard 

sometimes they get all bunched up on top of each another and she has to pull them apart.  

“Shit, dog shit. Rat cat trap. Tricksters. Mixters.” 

I’m eating a peanut butter and butter sandwich for dinner by the time she emerges 

from the typewriter. Dad is making a sambal badjack sandwich. Nancy is out somewhere. 

She has some boyfriend named J.D. with feathered blond hair who plays football and 

gave her a thick silver bracelet with his name on it. I’ve only seen him when I peek from 

the bedroom window and see him behind his car’s steering wheel because he honks and 

Nancy always runs out. Albert is down with the Campbell boys doing something. I think. 

I don’t’ know where Jeanie is. I’m not sure where she is most of the time.  

“Here, listen to this, Patti. This is much better.” It’s basically the same, only 

nicely typewritten, with a lot of white out marks. At the end, however, at the last minute 

the little girl’s parents rush in to rescue Gimpy before he is gassed because the little girl 

was calling for him sick with pneumonia from her hospital bed. “Don’t you think this is 

much better than your terrible ending?” I shrug. 

 

I slept in tiny red and yellow Toni plastic rollers that are used for home 

permanents and now my long hair is up to my chin and frizzy, frizzy, frizzy like 

Dynamite Jimmy Walker. Standing in front of Mom and Dad’s mirror I’m trying to 

figure out how to comb it out when the phone rings. 

“Hello, can I speak with Patricia Sydney Straub please?” the voice says. 
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“This is me.” 

“Hi I’m from the Daily Camera and I’ve called to tell you that you’ve won first 

prize for the Junior High School category of our Christmas story contest for your story 

Gimpy’s Christmas. Congratulations! How does it feel?” 

My fingers are in my mouth. I think how Tamsen didn’t win. I feel bad. For her 

and for all the other kids who didn’t win. How sad they must feel. It’s like being Wile E. 

Coyote, or Charlie Brown all your life. How terrible, how sad. Poor them. 

“Patricia? How does it feel to be the winner?” 

“Great, I guess.” 

 

Mom and I go down to the Daily Camera to have my picture taken. We walk 

through the newsroom floor and Mom recognizes people that she works with for her 

freelance articles.  

“Hi,” Mom grabs a bald man with glasses. “This is my daughter, Patti. Patti, this 

is the editor, Lawrence Paddock. My daughter won fist prize for the Christmas story 

contest! Isn’t that great?” Mom’s voice is loud. Reporters peer up from their typewriters. 

The man smiles at my mother. “You know Patti was born the day after Christmas. She 

missed it by only five hours. She was born at 5:50 in the morning. That’s news, isn’t it? 

Put that in the paper.” 

“Well, I don’t think so,” the editor says.  

“Patti, say hello,” Mom says. My fingers go into my mouth, my chest collapses, I 

shrink, shrink, down down, into my stomach, into my green down jacket until I am 

nothing but the play Slime that comes in a toy garbage can.  
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“Patti, can’t you say hello?” Her voice is still loud, louder, but with an edge 

sharpening into anger. My fingers go into my mouth, my chest collapses, I shrink, shrink, 

down, down, into my stomach, into my green down jacket until I am nothing but that play 

Slime that comes in a toy garbage can. 

She yanks me on to the next person she recognizes. 

“This is my horrible daughter, Patti. She won the Christmas story contest but she 

can’t say hello to anybody. Patti, why can’t you say hello?” 

I can’t even look. I can’t see. I can only feel my teeth deepening into my fingers. 

We find our way to where they are taking the picture with the other winners. Two 

girls with their mothers. Neatly dressed mothers silently beaming at their children. Two 

editors and a photographer are lining them up to be shot. Mom takes out a comb and tries 

to comb my hair but my white plastic barrettes get snagged. 

“OW!” I cringe. 

“Shit, stop moving. I’ve got to comb your hair. It looks like a rat’s nest.” My 

fingers go back into my mouth. “Patti, get your hands out of your mouth.” I am frozen, I 

am a turtle hunched up. “GET YOUR HANDS OUT OF YOUR MOUTH!” I pull them 

out. I’m not here. I’m not here. 

“Patti, shit, dog shit. Patti, straighten up. SHIT!” Mom smacks me twice on the 

arm with her open hand, fast. “Shit dog shit!” Nobody says anything. Everybody looks at 

each other then finally an editor clears his throat and passes out the checks congratulating 

us. I take my place behind the Senior High school winner, a hearty blonde. I hold on to 

the check. My fingers hold the tiny left edge of the check. My whole body, my whole 

being is in those fingers holding onto the edge of that check, clutching, disappearing, 
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tearing. My heart is tearing as my fingers tear into that check, into that moment. I hear 

my mother call out, 

“Smile, Patti. Damn it, can’t you at least smile?” 

There is a small tear forming in the corner of the check. My cheeks want to fall 

off my face, but somehow they smile. The flash goes off. We are free to go home. 

“Shit dog shit,” Mom says over and over again when we get to the old blue 

Dodge. “How could you act like this? For your great day of winning? You humiliated me 

in front of all those people. I work with those people! Shit, get in the car. Give me that 

check.” She snatches it away from me. 

All the way to the bank, all the way home, Mom is cursing, screaming. 

 “Wait until I get home, I’m going to take the stick to you. I’m going to beat you 

so hard. Shit dog shit,” her knuckles clutch the steering wheel. I sit in silence, starring at 

the long crack in the blue dashboard. It’s a black and dark crack, like a baked pie crack. 

My whole being is in that crack, as Mom drives, ranting all the way over the big hill on 

Arapahoe, past Public Service, all the way to Shannon Estates, up Kilkenny Street. To 

our house, to the driveway splashed with huge oil stains like black holes, with the 

Chinese elms growing wilder and thicker around the house, coming up like weeds. 

Dad comes out to greet us. “How did it go?” 

“Where’s the stick? Where is it? The dirty little bitch was so mean and hateful, 

Albert. How could she be like this?” Dad falls silent. Mom goes into the house. 

Screaming and cursing. , Our hearts low, Dad and I slowly go inside through the front 

screen door. Wack. 

Mom picks up a yellow wooden yardstick that she got free from So-Fro Fabrics. 
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She starts hitting me with it on the arm. 

“Annie! What are you doing?” Dad says. “Stop it!” She does but she then goes to 

my bedroom. I can hear her tearing things off the wall, tearing off my poster of silky 

yorkie puppies, tearing down the poster Nancy gave me of a cat hanging onto a bar by its 

paws with the words, HANG IN THERE BABY, FRIDAY’S COMING. She’s pulling 

the books off my shelf. She takes my spider plant and takes it out back to sit in the snow.  

Dad stands in the hallway. “Annie, calm down,” he calls to her. 

Mom reappears. “Show Dad the money,” she thrusts it in my hands. “Can you at 

least show him the money? I should keep that $50, you ungrateful little bitch.” She 

screams at me all the way to her bedroom. I hear her shouts turn to cries, to wails, cries 

and then wails, coughing, crying.  

Dad sits in the old rocking chair. The heavy orange curtains keep the living room 

dark. His police scanner makes blimps and screeches. I pass him the five, ten-dollar bills 

Mom gave me. He fans through them in silence as I stand over him. 

He doesn’t look up, but he says to me,” Why couldn’t you have been more nice?” 

 

All the entries plus our winning stories are published in the newspaper the next 

week.  

“Look, Patti!” Mom clasps her hands together to her chest in glee, her brown eyes 

jumping. “I’m so proud of you.” She gives me  a squeeze on my arm. “Oh, and they put a 

little picture of this little saint dog in there to go with your great story. Isn’t that great! 

Oh, rats, they misspelled your middle name SIDNEY, dumb dogs.”  

I read the paper. The headline reads, 
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MONGREL FINDS HOME FOR CHRISTMAS 
POOCH BRINGS SOLACE TO SICKBED 

 

BY PATRICIA SIDNEY STRAUB 

Mom goes crazy Xeroxing copies of the story to send out to everybody. Xerox 

copies are all over the house, all over the floor. She sends them to Aunt Mildred and 

Uncle Charlie and Aunt Ruthie, Aunt Len, Aunt Elles. To St. Ambrose Church, to the 

Boulder Humane Society. 

She makes me a placemat with the article melted between two sheets of plastic. 

She hangs a Xerox copy that she colored the dog picture in with pink highlighter marker 

on the wall next to her caricature portraits. For Christmas she gives me a little black dog 

made out of two pom poms with googly eyes and a red felt tongue. A tag with Mom’s 

handwriting spells GIMPY. The dog looks just like Bobbie. 

“You won, Patti!” She tells me over and over again, dancing around the kitchen. 

“You won! Your great story won!”  

 

CHEAP BASTARDS 
 

 

Nancy comes home with the most beautiful satin jacket I have ever seen. White 

satin, like icing on a cake. Soft, with lace and flowers collaged on the front. So pretty.  

“How much did you pay for that?” Mom snaps when she sees Nancy wearing it.  

“It was on sale at K-mart, not too much,” she says, looking in the mirror, flipping 

her hair back with the yellow paddle comb that sticks out of the back of her jean pocket.  

“I bet you I could’ve found it at a garage sale for you. You could’ve saved the 
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hard earned money from that stupid Miss Piggy’s ice cream parlor you work at and 

bought something else,” Mom says.  

I know that Nancy didn’t buy the satin jacket. She told me and Jeanie how she 

shoplifted it from the Stage, the expensive boutique at the Crossroads Mall in Boulder. 

She’s so amazing, I think, to get away with it, past the metal detectors and snippy 

saleswomen. How did she do it? 

“I can’t tell you, I don’t want to corrupt you.” 

Rats. 

That’s how Jeanie and I survive. Shoplifting. To get the things we don’t have. 

Because the kids at school with their coat zippers laced with dozens of ski lift tickets - 

Winter Park, Breckenridge, Loveland -  laugh at us in our cheap sneakers and Pee-Chee 

folders and they notice that we pay 50 cents for a reduced lunch when everybody else 

pays $1. We survive the humiliation by slipping red lipstick up the cuff of our sleeves, or 

leave store dressing rooms wearing new clothes under our own. Or we just leave the old 

clothes behind, crumpled, in a black heap in the corner of the dressing room. Like a mark 

of Zorro. Humiliation was here.  

We wear the new thing out of the store dressing room. How the heart beats, how it 

skips, to think you may get caught. But we don’t. We succeed, and we rejoice, because 

the clothes aren’t stained, or faded of fuzzy. They are not fashions from 1961, they are 

not rags Mom sews together on her old Brother sewing machine, or the crumpled cotton 

she pulls out of a cardboard box that had “free” marked on it.  

The stuff Mom brings home from the free box at garage sales. Mom holds 

something ugly up. 
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“Isn’t it cute?” It looks like a shirt? Or maybe it’s a coat. 

Nancy, Patti and Jeanie. We take the shirt that seems to be made out of upholstery 

fabric and is usually seen on the news worn by some third-world child.  We stuff it in the 

back of the closet. Head to the Crossroads Mall. Return red-handed, red-faced, but 

clothed. Satin jackets, Izod shirts, Cover Girl liquid eyeliner. Candies shoes. Gee, Your 

Hair Smells Terrific, or Long and Silky shampoos. 

When we all go the grocery store later, Mom steals the candy from the Brach’s 

display. Takes a handful, caramels, white nougats, vanilla twists. Pops one in her mouth 

while shopping. Leaves the wrappers behind on a shelf. 

A woman is giving away free samples of pizza. Mom takes two. She tells us kids 

to go get a sample and give it to her. We do. We take two. Mom stuffs it down at the back 

of the store by the week old, half-price bread and sweet rolls. She stuffs it down while 

selecting goods from the racks full of dented cans of corn and green beans marked down 

with black marker scribbled across the bottom.  

Mom sends us each through the check out register separately with some goods. 

Each with a bit of money. She says the sales tax is cheaper that way. Nancy says that it 

doesn’t make any difference.  

“Shit, dog shit,” Mom says in the middle of the check out aisle. People turn their 

heads. “Yes it does. It’s cheaper. You think you’re so rich making all that money at the 

ice cream store job you now have, Nancy. Well why don’t you help pay for some of 

this?” The people stare. Even the crying baby stops crying and looks at us. We shrink, we 

are orbiting outer space. Not in our bodies. Not here in the store. We are looking ahead to 

the time when the Andromeda and Milky Way galaxies will collide, to the day that we 
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will be free. The day that Mom will be dead. 

The next day we go to a summer movie at the Boulder Theater. Before school was 

out, Boulder Valley Public Schools sold tickets in advance to go to weekly kiddie 

movies.  Mom only bought two sets of tickets from school because we don’t go every 

week to the movies. So when we go to the theatre she takes the tickets from the movies 

we didn’t go to and hides them behind the ticket with the movie we go to see and we all 

get in at once. I’m wearing a new striped top I lifted at K-mart. It’s tight and shoes the 

nubs of my little breasts starting to form. 

“Where did you get that shirt, Patti? It’s cute,” Mom asks as we settle in our seats. 

“Uh, uh, I bought it with my birthday money. On sale at K-Mart.” 

“I couldn’t found it cheaper at a garage sale, you know. You could’ve saved your 

money.” 

We are watching Brighty of the Grand Canyon.  With a little girl in thick blond 

braids and a little burro named Brighty. It’s so old, the movie looks orang-y. We open our 

bags of home made popcorn and open our Gaylord brand of grape sodas that we 

smuggled inside in Mom’s purse. Everybody else has theatre-bought popcorn and sodas. 

The cans goes psssst and click as we pull the tabs off the soda cans and slurp it 

down. Suddenly the movie freezes and the sound blurs up and we watch the film burn up 

before our very eyes. We sit in the dark, waiting for the movie to get fixed. 

“Patti, Jeanie,” Mom calls out. “Do you want some meat?” The movie finally 

starts up again. We can smell the Hormel pepperoni that Mom smuggled in and is always 

eating for her new Atkins diet. She buys it in big logs from the store. We don’t say 

anything. Pretend she’s not our mother. 
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“Shit, Patti, answer me. I said, do you want some meat?”  She says in a louder 

voice. The people seated in front of us look at us, then move away.  

“No!” I hiss, and I accidentally kick over my grape soda. The contents gush like 

an oil well all over the concrete floor.  Then the empty can goes rolling, rolling, rolling 

down the aisle, it’s tinny sound echoing throughout the theater, before it gets caught at 

somebody’s feet. 

 

Cousin George from St. Louis comes for a visit. Cousin George, curly hair, Aunt 

Mildred and Uncle Henry’s youngest son. Nancy became good friends with him one 

August visit in St. Louis. They went out dancing, went to see Saturday Night Fever at the 

movies and Nancy bought the record, dancing in her own room now that Albert lives in 

the basement after he and Dad finished it. Well, sort of finished it.  

Cousin George stays at our house. Goes wherever we go, wherever Mom drives 

us in the old Blue Dodge. Today we are going to the store to return some craft supplies. 

The owner says no. 

“Shit, dog shit,” she cusses the man out. “You cheap bastard, give me my money 

back.” We all shrink in embarrassment. George stares at Mom and appears to be in a state 

of shock. 

“No, lady, you didn’t bring the receipt. Now get the hell out before I call the 

cops.” 

“I hope you rot in hell,” Mom screams.  

We get into the old blue Dodge with Mom, cursing all the way home.  

“Shit, George, you’re staying here rent free. You could be staying in a hotel 
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somewhere, but you get it free with us.” At home, she takes the six-pack of Coors beer 

that George picked up and wants to bring back to his father. Coors beer that you can’t get 

in St. Louis. His father Uncle Henry is an alcoholic, beats him and his two brothers and 

Aunt Mildred, I hear Albert tell stories he’s heard. One time he put their heads through 

the TV. There was blood on their shirts, and he made them wear the shirts to a birthday 

party. 

Mom takes a beer, cursing, screaming, opens it up and drinks it. George looks at 

Nancy, whirls his finger around his temple like Mom is crazy. Nancy just looks sweet 

and shy and shrugs. She has no explanation. Just a hopeless bewilderment of sheer terror. 

“Shit, that cheap bastard Uncle Henry, he doesn’t need this beer. He can come out 

here and get it himself. Shit, I’m not going to spend any money on him. I’m going to 

spend it on myself. I never spend anything on myself. Always saving and getting all this 

crap, and why? Why should I when everybody else wastes the money.  My stupid shitty 

father, wasting the money, never spending it on us. Never spending a dime. Always 

running away to his stupid brothers. That was all he cared about. Those shitty brothers. 

Letting the money rot in the bank. Wasted. All my father’s pennies. Wasted. Lost. ” 

She opens another beer and drinks it. Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie and George. 

We all creep  downstairs to Albert’s bedroom in the basement. We sit there silently, 

huddled like we are in a bomb shelter. Listening to Mom’s furious feet, pounding around, 

creaking, cursing, screaming. “Cheap bastards. Cheap Bastards. I’m going to buy me a 

trip around the world, run away with Rock Hudson.” We wait for silence. For Mom’s 

voice to fade, to disappear. We wait for the signal. For the signal All Clear. Like the Eloy 

in the movie The Time Machine.  
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“It is all clear.” 

 

DRIVE-IN MOVIE 

 

“Dog shit, shit house crap shit, where is Nancy?” Mom says sitting in the old 

rocking chair on a Saturday night. A bowl of popcorn is on her lap, spilling down her 

shirt. She is petting Bobbie. Jeanie and I sit with Dad, watching Rigoletto, Live at the 

Met, Channel 6.  Dad sits on the couch, listening to the music, but also reading a 

newsletter from a religious group called Astara. The woman who runs it is named 

Earlyne Chaney and she wanted to be a movie star in the 1940s, but she had a vision of 

her dead boyfriend telling her to preach instead. So there are all these black-and-white 

photos of her with Hollywood lighting in every newsletter.   

The newsletter’s front page reads “LIFE AFTER DEATH. MERGING WITH 

THE WHITE LIGHT. 

 “Albert did you hear me? Where did Nancy go? Did she even tell you where she 

was going? Crap, shit. I bet she’s our whoring around. Did you see how she wears that 

red crap in her hair? Shit, she looks just like a whore.”  

“Annie, I can’t hear the music you’re talking so loud,” Dad says. Jeanie and I grit 

our teeth.  

“But she’s out until 2 in the morning all the time. What is she doing? Probably 

whoring around. Having fun rolling around with somebody. She can’t lift a finger around 

here. Shit, I’m the one having to do all the work, she just lays around, staring at herself in 

the mirror, while the kitchen floor is so filthy. She never cleans anything. Just runs away. 
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Same thing with Albert Billy, running away with those Campbell boys. Is that where he 

is now? With those stupid Campbell boys? Fixing their junky cars. Shit, dog shit. I should 

make Nancy give me the money she makes at that stupid Miss Piggy’s ice cream parlor. 

She should pay rent, taking up room in this dog dump tiny house. We should’ve never 

left New Jersey.  She never does anything around here. She’s just running around with 

men. Shit, she’s going to get herself pregnant. And then she’ll never graduate high 

school. Never amount to anything. Don’t you care Albert? Don’t you care about our 

daughter?” 

“Yes, Annie, of course I care.” 

“Shit, she’s always driving the truck around. She’d better pay for gas. I should 

keep track of the mileage on that thing. She’s driving it down to the earth, destroying it. 

Where does she take it? Albert? Where is she going with that truck? Where is she driving 

that thing around to? Shit she thinks this is just a flop house. Did you see that whorish 

clothing that she wears?” 

 I am ready to explode. Mom’s talking, talking, talking, in her high-pitched voice 

like bullets riddling my body. 

“Mom, can you be quiet? I can’t hear the music,” I shout, my heart’s aflutter, my 

throat tight. Mom stops talking for a minute, her false teeth click, popcorn flies on the 

floor after she stuffs her hand in it. Jeanie stares at the television. The opera blares and 

Rigoletto, the little hunchback, is cursing the father.  

“This is so boring. What stupid shit. What are they doing, just screaming at each 

other? I can’t figure out why you like this crap, Albert. You’re not even watching it? 

What kind of crap are you reading?” 
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“Mom! Shhhh!” Jeanie says. 

“Shit, dog tricks. This is my house. I can’t talk if I want to.” She gets up to change 

the channel, her stooped body is bony and soft, topped with her jiggling fat belly. Snap, 

snap, she changes the dial.  

“Mom!” we were watching that!” I cry. She lands on Hee Haw. 

 “Just let it go, Patti, it doesn’t matter. Don’t start an argument,” Dad says. Mom. 

 “Shit, that stupid Minnie Pearl with that shitty hat. Why doesn’t she just cut that 

damn price tag off? Stupid.” She turns the channel again. Some movie rerun. “Shit, what 

an ugly woman. Her hair is so short, it’s like a man’s. She looks like a lesbian. Shit, no 

woman should be allowed to have her hair that short.” Mom is so upset that her whole 

body shakes, her false teeth clenched tight. “They should be lined up and shot.” She turns 

it again, finally there is a special of Johnny Cash singing.  

 Burn burn burn, like a ring of fire, like a ring of fire. 
��� That’s how my heart feels. Burning, burning, burning. My arms folded across 

my chest to stop it from roasting my body, roasting my neck and cheeks. Mom talking, 

talking talking, her voice a lawn mower rolling over crickets.  Mom turning the channels. 

Snap, snap, snap.  Mom cutting into Nancy, complaining, barking, spitting popcorn. 

Mom sits back down again. Puts her feet on the foot stool. She starts to rub Bobbie. 

“Bobbie is the only one who loves me. My horrible children. Shit, that Nancy, 

you know she deliberately defies me. Did you see how she went to that concert wearing 

that whoring outfit? I shouldn’t've let her go. But you, Albert, you said let her go. So it’s 

your fault if she comes back pregnant. Wearing nothing but a tube top and a jean vest. 

And that stupid music. What kind of noise is that that she listens to anyway?” 

“Van Halen,” I snap. I spend time mulling Nancy’s record albums while we sit on 
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her bed, egg and avocado masks on our faces to close our large pours. Sitting on her bed. 

Elton John, The Rolling Stones, AC/DC. “It’s not stupid music.” 

“Van Vomit what? What is it called?” Mom says, half laughing at herself, 

wiggling her body for a better seat, popcorn falling into the seat cracks. 

“No, Van Halen. Now would you please shut up! I can’t hear.” 

“No! Dog shit. I’m not going to shut up. I’m tired of this, nobody treating me with 

respect around here. I should move out. I should take a trip around the world, spend a 

million dollars instead of hanging around this dog dump where my children hate me. 

They hate me. Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie. Why did I even have children? So hateful. 

Only Bobbie doesn’t hate me. My only begotten son. He’s the only one who cares about 

me. Patti, you wouldn’t care if I dropped dead tomorrow.” 

 How can she say that? Why does she say that? Why can’t we just watch the TV 

normally like other people? Why can’t we have normal lives like the people on TV? 

Lives like my friends. Lives like the kids at schools, with new clothing and Mom’s who 

go to the beauty parlors. Like Vicki Pelon’s Mom who drives a nice clean car, picks her 

up on time after softball practice. Not like Mom, who is always late. Late, late, late. So 

late that the janitor is sweeping up, sweeping up and locking the school doors with me 

still inside. 

“I should’ve never had children,” Mom continues. “I should’ve aborted you, 

every one of you. Ungrateful pigs. Nancy is the most ungrateful.  She stands there 

screaming at me that she can’t wait to move out of here, wants to leave this place. She 

calls it a hell hole, well good. I wish she’s hurry up and move out. Patti, you can have her 

room. The ungrateful bitch. She can go get a job at McDonald’s to support herself. Work 
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for minimum wage and see how easy it is.  

“She does work at the ice cream store Annie. She’s working hard,” Dad says. 

Mom doesn’t say anything for a while. She clicks through the television again. I wish 

they’d stop showing those Sara Lee commercials. It’s making me hungry. Their stuff 

costs a fortune. Why can’t we be rich? Oh, no, there’s that shitty President Carter. Why 

do they have to show him again? What’s he doing now? Robbing the people. Wimp. I 

hate him. Crook. Dirty bastard. He’s such a swine. They are all swines. Swines. Crooks. 

Dirty Crooks. Like that crook Nixon. Rotten bastard. That crook Nancy. Albert, will you 

talk to her? Tell her she’d better shape up or ship out. I’m tired of this. Doesn’t do a 

damn thing around here. Just runs out the door to her boyfriends, whoring around until 

two in the morning. That’s what she did when we went to St. Louis. Running around, 

going to that stupid movie Saturday Night Fever with those people whoring around, 

wiggling their butts. I got her the record, and did she even say thank you? No. She just 

runs away to those stupid roller rinks till 4 in the morning. I hope she falls on her butt. I 

think she’s smoking. Albert, do you think she’s smoking?” 

“No. I don’t know, Annie. Just watch the TV.” Mom is quiet for a little longer. 

Eats some more popcorn. Passes gas. 

“God, Annie, you smell,” Dad says. 

“Shit, I can’t help it, Albert. I’ve got the Tichacek bowels. I wish Nancy would 

move out. Shit, dog tricks. You’d better talk to her because she won’t listen to me. She’s 

always screaming at me, how much she hates me. Well she better shape up or she can just 

get the hell out. I’m tired of this. I’m tired of it, Bobbie. “ Mom coddles Bobbie. “Do you 

hear me? I’m tired of it.” 
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I can’t take it anymore. I get up and go to my room and shut the door. Pull out 

The Amityville Horror and start reading. I can still hear Mom faintly through the door. I 

read and read and read until I finally fall asleep. 

 

“Hey, Mom,” Nancy says the next Saturday night, “Can Al and I take the truck 

and go to the drive-in tonight?” 

“Alright, Nancy,” Mom says from the couch without looking up from reading 

Mein Kampf .“Why don’t you take Patti and Jeanie with you? They can sit in the back of 

the truck. It’ll be fun for them. Just don’t stay out too late.” 

“OK. Thanks, Mom.” 

Nancy looks a little perturbed about having to take us. I look at her and feel sad. 

Now that she’s getting ready to graduate high school she doesn’t hang around me and 

Jeanie that much anymore. She’s always out after school either working or with her 

boyfriend or going to football games. But Albert says she doesn’t go to the games. She 

goes to parties and drinks Jack Daniels. Bottles-full.  

I follow Nancy like a puppy dog to her room.  

I sit on her bed and she doesn’t speak to me as she looks in the mirror, brushes her 

hair, applies more mascara, tweezes a stray brow. She’s too big now to worry about me. 

Blondie music plays on her radio, Heart of Glass. She looks glassy-eyed, her shoulders 

slumped, closing off her heart, protecting her pain. I can just look at Nancy, dear sister, 

Nancy, and I feel a loss, a sadness. All I can do is dream. Dream of one day to be like 

Nancy. To be with boyfriends who hold and kiss you and to go out dancing and having 

everybody love you. Everybody wanting you. And you give yourself to them, because 
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that what you need. That’s what you really, really need. 

 

It’s getting dark fast as Nancy drives to the drive-in theater on Arapahoe by the 

Vo-Tech building where they are showing The Rievers with Steve McQueen. It’s really 

boring and Jeanie and me are sitting in the back of the pickup with old blankets around us 

eating ham and cheese sandwiches wrapped in Watex wrappers. It’s more interesting to 

watch Nancy. She’s got all these guys circling around her. She’s a dragon lady, smoking 

cigarettes. Albert and I found some mini explosives at Walgreens to put in the cigarettes 

and I wish one would go off. I wish she’d stop smoking.  I wish she’s come in the back of 

the pick up and sit with Jeanie and me and tell me what’s going on with the movie, just 

like she used to do with other movies, especially Gone With The Wind, and she’ act like 

Scarlett O’Hara. Fiddle dee dee, and pretend to kiss Clark Gable.  But she’s not with me 

anymore, she’s with guys, and she’s laughing, and she’s always drinking from a big 

bottle with the letters JD on it. And Albert is in the truck too, telling Nancy she’d better 

cool it. And she says “I’m OK, I’m having fun,” and she takes another drink, and a 

Mexican guy she calls Chewy has his arm around her. Her arm isn’t around me. It’s not 

showing me the perfectly pressed leaf of marijuana between her book The Movies of 

Clark Gable. It’s not her showing me her high school yearbook. Her graduation picture 

that Dad photographed himself, the book that I comb through, wanting to marry the 

handsome boy Chad Driskell in her senior class. Looking at her yearbook. Trying to find 

Nancy. Trying to hold on. 

The movie is over and Jeanie and I are freezing in the back of the truck with 

blankets over us and it’s after midnight. Cars slowly leave the parking lot. 
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Albert says,” Come on Nancy, we’d gotta go. Mom is going to blow a gasket.”  

Nancy doesn’t say anything. But her boyfriends are all saying, “No, Nancy, don’t 

go. You don’t have to go. Come on, baby.” Albert honks the horn.  

“Get the hell in here,” Albert says. 

 And Nancy pulls away, like a Raggedy Ann doll, spaghetti-legged, half laughing, 

half sleeping, half sad. She gets in the truck. Albert drives off. Jeanie and I, wind blowing 

in our hair. Whipping it around in the dark night. Driving down Arapahoe. Then Albert 

slows down, pulls over. Nancy’s door opens. Nancy throws up, still sitting in the seat. 

She throws up, and she throws up, and then finally she says, “Drive.” 

Albert finally pulls up to the house. The porch light is on. It’s a big bright 

floodlight and it fills the whole driveway with light like a searchlight, ready to catch us. 

Mom is waiting up. “Shit, dog shit, where have you been?” Jeanie and I slide off 

into our room, that we share together now that Albert is in the basement and Nancy has 

her own room.  I just barely catch Nancy’s face as I close the door. Her face is numb, but 

still terrified. Imagining punishment. Expecting it. Again and again. 

Mom and Nancy. Fighting, arguing. Dishes flying, fists pounding on arms. 

Screams and shrieks so bad that I have become very good at leaving my body. My body 

can just lie here on the bed at night, but my head is somewhere else. Somewhere on a 

spaceship taking samples of heavenly dirt and interviewing aliens about household duties. 

Every once in a while the shouts are so great, that I dip back into the real world tonight. 

Back into my body, info my bedroom. 

“Have you been out whoring around?” Mom screams. “Have you been drinking?” 

“No!” Nancy cries. 
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“Shit, yes you have. Yes you have.” 

“No, I’m fine. Really, so just leave me alone. I just want to go to bed,” Nancy 

says. 

Well, you can’t go to bed. You should start paying rent around here. You just 

come and go as you please. This is some kind of flop house. Do you think you can just 

live here and not lift a finger and do anything around here? Shit, when I was your age I 

had to work around the house.” 

“Yeah, doing what? What the hell did you do at your house? Probably not a god-

damn thing!” Nancy yells. “You don’t do shit around here!” I hear a thud. 

“Shit, don’t you talk to me that way. Albert, did you hear how she talked to me, 

her mother? And look, she’s drunk, falling all over the floor. Nancy, you are no good. 

You re ugly and stupid and a horrible daughter. You’re a drunk. I should’ve never had 

you. You ungrateful bitch.” I listen and hear shoving. A wall being hit. I know that Jeanie 

is lying next to me in bed here as I listen, but I don’t hear her. Not even a breath. Not 

even a whimper. We are frozen into muteness. Sliding into the night. We are floating, 

floating without legs or arms or feet. We float in the night and we listen to Mom’s voice, 

shouting, screaming. Screaming at Nancy. 

There is a terrible wail. A wail like that of a spirit leaving its body, and it makes 

me gasp in sheer terror. It turns into a scream. A consent scream and it stabs me right in 

the heart so that I know something had died. It’s Nancy, crying and screaming. I hear 

Dad. 

“Nancy, Nancy, calm down. Just calm down.  

“I’m getting the hell out. I’m getting out of this nightmare,” Nancy says. I hear a 
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huge noise. Something crashing in her bedroom. 

“My God, Albert, look what Nancy just did. She tore off the bedroom closet. 

Albert help me. Won’t you do anything? What’s wrong with her?” 

“Did you hear me? I’m getting the hell out of here.” Nancy cries. I wish you were 

dead.” 

“Good, get out,” Mom says. We don’t want you here any more. You just cause so 

much trouble. All your fighting with me. All you do is fight. I’m tired of it.” 

“Yes, Nancy,” I hear Dad’s voice. “Yes, I think it would be better if you leave. 

Let’s have some peace.” 

I hear Nancy’s door slam. Mom keeps rambling on and on and on. I don’t want to 

hear any more. I get out of bed and go to the closet. Learn my ear against the wall so that 

I can hear into Nancy’s room. I can hear Nancy sobbing crying, gasping for air. I cry too. 

Slumped in the dark in the closet. I can’t stop crying. Only I don't let it out. Tears roll 

down my face, but there is no noise. I cry for Nancy. How I want to hold her and rock 

her. Like she used to hold me. Like she used to rock me. 

 
ORANGE JULIUS 

 

 

Nancy buys me Orange Julius the little stand next to J.C. Penny’s, Walgreens and 

So-Fro Fabrics at the Crossroads Mall. There’s the excited whirring of blenders whipping 

up the frothy citrus splash. I gulp down the first taste. Such a treat, something Mom never 

buys us, even though we beg and plead every time we’re at the mall. Too expensive, a rip 

off. Just a bunch of orange juice and sugar, Mom always says. You can make it at home. 
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“I think Alaska will be good for me.  An adventure. It’s in our blood isn’t it, 

Patti?” Nancy asks me.  

We sit in the orange-and-black plastic seats, slurping our Orange Juliuses. I suck 

mine hard through the straw. My tongue laps up the heavy sweetness with big gulps that 

fill up my stomach quick. I watch Nancy’s face. Her beautiful full moon face, her splash 

of freckles, her thin lips and that long wavy hair with a touch of red. I wish my hair were 

that wavy. Not stick straight like Dad’s. I wish I were Nancy. I wish I weren't ugly me. 

“We’re Bohemians, right?” she continues. “Isn’t that where Grandma T. came 

from?” She drums her fingernails on the table. I just shake my head, bury my chin in my 

green down coat. I want to cry, but I just hold all my sadness in my throat as the Orange 

Julius glides past it. 

Before coming to the mall we spent the morning putting all her belongings into a 

tall yellow Mayflower moving box. I watched her place her diaries, her drawing pads, her 

record albums, homemaking books, Seventeen magazines, extra clothes. Dad helped 

Nancy seal it with duct tape, then lower it down to the basement. It’s sitting in a corner, 

next to the artificial Christmas tree and extra wood. 

  In a big shopping bag besides Nancy’s are her new boots we bought at the mall. 

Heavy, warm Sorrels for the Alaskan frontier. That’s where she’s going.  To work 

outside in the forests, to be a lumber Jill. She’s answering some call, some notice. She 

lived with some rich people in Boulder for a while after leaving Kilkenny. Worked as a 

nanny and took some art classes at CU. But she decided to drop out after one semester. 

Then she lived with a bunch of different people in one house and was working for the 

office of the Forestry Service. It was there that she decided she really needed to get away, 
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she said. To really get out of Boulder. Go to Alaska. That’s about as far away from 

Boulder as you can get. I wish I could go too. 

 She sips her Orange Julius, looks off into the distance. The blenders are whirring 

again, whirring, sugar smell fills the air.  

“It will be good to go. I’m ready. Ready to get out of here for good,” she says. 

The tears jump out of my red eyes, and I try to look away and wipe them with the palm of 

my hand, but I can’t stop. They just roll and roll with every word from her mouth. I want 

to cry out, Nancy, don’t go. Please don’t go. Don’t leave me here. But I don’t. I’m 

embarrassed to cry at the Orange Julius stand. I feel like every eye is staring at me.  

“Hey, Pat. Don’t cry.” 

“Don’t you want to stay with me?” I burst out, my face like a smashed pumpkin, 

blubbering, sniffling.  

“Hey, sure, Pat. I do. But I want to go. I’m excited,” she looks away. Her blue 

eyes look watery too.  

“Can’t you take me with you?” I blubber. I cry, thinking about how Nancy said 

she would make me the most popular girl at Platt Jr. High School. How she would help 

me get a boyfriend. I’m in the eight grade there now and still no boy even says boo to me. 

“I wish I could, Pat. Really I do. But don’t worry. One day you’ll get to get out 

too. You’ll be all grown up. You’ll get to leave. And you can have anything you want. 

Your own apartment, a job. New stuff. You won’t have to worry about Mom.” She 

pauses for a minute. We watch the shoppers walk by, laughing, looking and pointing into 

shop windows. 

 “Poor Mom. Take care of her for me, will you? I do love her. I do. I just don’t 
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know what happened to her. What made her so crazy. Why we got her as a Mom. I guess 

God has his plan. Karma, huh, Pat? Isn’t that what Dad talks about from all his books and 

newsletters he reads? I believe in karma. I do. It’s gotta be karma. Well maybe she’ll get 

better. Maybe she won’t be so hard on you. You’re younger. I’m the oldest and . . .” her 

voice trails off. She stops. Looks down at her boots. I can’t speak. Neither can she.  

I want to cry harder. To cry and never stop. But I’m too embarrassed. My chest 

just feels like it will explode and my throat rupture like a grenade thrown into a 

drainpipe. 

“We’d better go. I’ve gotta still get some gloves. Then I gotta pack. Come on, 

Pat.” 

I pull the tears back into me with one gulp. Pull my stringy hair behind my ears. I 

pull all my sadness, all my salty tears down my throat with the last gulp of Orange Julius. 

It goes down, down, to my stomach, and I shut the door.  

Nancy will leave tomorrow. Fly off in the airplane to Alaska. She’ll take 

everything with her. American Bandstand, coloring pens and watercolor pads, homemade 

donut recipes, stories about her boyfriends.  She’ll send back postcards of Ketchikan, 

totem poles and snowy peaks. She’ll send back pictures, her, bending over a pool table 

taking a shot, a red bandana around her head. Or she’s outside. Somewhere in the 

wilderness, sad, glassy-eyed, arm around a new boyfriend, cigarette in hand, a crooked 

smile. A guy named Joe. And I will remain here on Kilkenny Street and cry, Goodbye, 

Nancy. Goodbye. 

HARE KRSNA, HARE KRSNA, KRSNA KRSNA HARE HARE 
 

The phone rings. Mom picks it up.  
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“Hurry, quick, everyone, get on the phone. It’s Nancy, she’s calling from 

Hawaii.” 

 We all leap to a different phone scattered around the house. Jeanie and I take it in 

Mom and Dad’s bedroom. Dad’s in the living room, Mom in the dining room. 

“Oh, Nancy, how great! You’re in Hawaii. Whoopie! Lucky you.  I always 

wanted to go to Hawaii. I’m so glad you went. Lucky dog. I told you you were so close in 

Alaska that you might as well keep going to Hawaii. I’m glad you took your lovely 

mother’s advice.  I bet it’s beautiful. And warm. Not freezing to death in this dog dump 

Colorado.  But how’s the job? Are you on vacation or something? Dad, say hello. Patti, 

are you there, too? Where’s Jeanie? Where’s Albert Billy? Where is he? Say hello to 

Nancy. She’s in Honolulu, kids. Isn’t that great?”  

“Hi, Nan. How’s it going?” Dad asks. Jeanie and I sit in silence, listening in. 

“Well, I had to leave Alaska. Some things were just, well. There were a lot of 

drugs . . . and . . . stuff. It didn’t feel right. I had to get out of there. So, yeah, Mom, you 

said go to Hawaii. So I thought, why not. And . . .” 

“Oh, I bet the ocean is so beautiful and the palm trees and volcanoes.  I’m so 

jealous, Nancy. I’m just here in this dog dump. We should’ve never left New Jersey.  

Make sure you go to Peal Harbor and see the Arizona Memorial. You know the Japs 

bombed Pearl Harbor and murdered all those men, Filthy bastard Japs. So where are you 

staying?” 

“Well . . .um . . .” 

“I hope it’s not too expensive. Is there a youth hostel there? I’m sure there is. Just 

look in the phone book. Those are cheap, I went all through Europe in youth hostels.” 
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“Well, actually. I’m staying with the International Society for Krsna 

Consciousness.” 

“What? The what?” Mom asks. 

“The Hare Krsnas.” There is a long pause. I hear only the long distance air 

shuffling around in billions and billions of particles through thousands of miles of cables 

running below the ocean floor, across mountains and then into our cold burning ears.  

“The Krsnas?” Mom’s voice is unusually soft and quiet. 

“Yeah, they met me at the airport. There was this really nice lady and we just 

started talking. You know, about life, what is the meaning of life. What’s all this about? 

What is the meaning of the world’s suffering? And I really liked what she said. So she 

invited me to a feast, and the food, it was all vegetarian, and wonderfully delicious. And 

everybody was so friendly and thing just the way I’ve been thinking about things. So I 

stayed in the women’s ashram. It’s really clean and nice and I’ve met a lot of nice 

women. And I’m working in the kitchen. Doing spiritual service. I’m learning how to 

cook wonderful vegetarian meals. Dad, you would love it.” 

“What happened to your boyfriend Joe that you had back in Alaska?” Mom 

whines.  

“Oh, well, he actually followed me out here and arrived a few days ago. He’s in 

the men’s ashram. He likes it here too.”  

“Just you wait right there, Nancy,” Mom says. “I’m coming for a visit.”  

 

A few weeks later, the phone rings. I pick it up in the dining room. 

“Patti, where’s Dad?” she wails. “Patti, get Dad on the phone.” 
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“Dad,” I yell from the dining room. “It’s Mom.” Dad leaps up from the kitchen 

table where he is eating a sambal badjack sandwich. He clears his throat. Picks up the 

phone. I run to the bedroom and listen in. 

“Annie,” he says. “What’s wrong?” 

“Oh, Albert those dirty bastard Krsnas. They threw me out.” Mom’s voice is 

hysterical, whining, wailing, nasally. 

“What?” 

“They threw me out of the temple. They threw me out!  Oh it’s so terrible here, 

Albert. Nancy just runs around mumbling this jibberish. Hare Krnsa, Krsna, Krsna, Oh, 

it’s such shit, Albert. Shit, dog shit. Day and night, wearing these ridiculous saris. Oh 

Albert what are we going to do with her?” 

“Annie, calm down. Where are you?” 

“I’m at the YWCA in Honolulu. The Krsnas, they strong-armed me out of the 

temple, two big men with their stupid bald heads, they threw my suitcase in the back of 

their truck and dumped me off here. They threw me out Albert. These nutty people with 

bald heads, they’re insane. Running around mumbling this shit, getting up at 3 a.m. to 

throw bananas in the fire and jump around like idiots, and they sit on milk crates and eat 

with their hands all this boring, bland crap that they call food. Nancy is like an animal, 

she’s a zombie.” 

“The Krsna’s threw you out?” Dad asks. I am silent on the phone, terrified 

listening to Mom’s piercing voice. I feel for Nancy. I feel confused and scared for Mom. 

I think about how she ran around telling all the neighbors that Nancy is a Hare Krsna. She 

told Tamsen. Tamsen said she didn’t know what a Krsna was. That was a relief. Because 
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recently I was at a birthday party for a friend and Kelly Woodman said, “Those Hare 

Krsnas are WEIRD.”  I stopped eating my cake mid-bite and got a stomach ache because 

the shame that started in my cheeks just shot straight to my stomach and curdled 

everything down there. I think it curdled more because I  knew I couldn’t love my big 

sister Nancy anymore, because now my love for Nancy was filled with shame that gets in 

the way. Lonely shame. Heart-breaking, heart-aching shame.  

Hearing Mom screaming over the phone from Hawaii. I keep thinking, things 

done’t get better. They just get worse. Mom can practice the piano forever, but she 

doesn't get better. Dad’s headaches don’t get better. No matter how much I pray. They 

just get worse. 

“Oh, yes, Albert. It was terrible. The temple president, shit, dirty bastard, he 

won’t let Nancy marry Joe. He asked her to marry him. He’s such a nice young man. I 

paid for the blood test and everything. Just to get Nancy out of that nuthouse and get 

married and be normal again. But the shitty temple president, bastard! Shit! He said they 

didn’t know each other long enough and he won’t allow them to get married. He thinks 

that this other idiot Sri Raga, would be a better husband for Nancy. But he’s so old, this 

Sri Rag Mop. He’s been in the temple for years. He’s an old man. He’s not young and 

handsome like Joe. So I said, ‘Who do you think you are God?’ And then they threw me 

out. I cried out to Nancy, ‘Help me. Help me! I’m your mother,’ and all she could say 

was, ‘You made offenses. You made offenses.’ And she went on mumbling that Hare 

Krsna shit jibberish. Can you believe that? Oh, Albert, what are we going to do? Poor 

Nancy. Our daughter is dead, Albert. Our beautiful baby Nancy is dead.” 

 Mom breaks down crying on the phone. Like coughing mixed with a seal’s laugh. 
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I sit on the edge of Mom and Dad’s bed, My heart is like a small star, dying, collapsing in 

on itself, the beginning of the end of time. 

 
SECOND CHANCE 

 

 

Loneliness. It seeps into you like the slow process of fossilization. The water, it 

seeps in, slowly replaces your bones with sediment. Until all that is left of you is an 

impression. An impression of what you once were. Long ago. Innocent, hopeful open. 

And how you’re just a shadow of what you were. You are buried, lost, forgotten. An old 

toy left in the basement with no hope of recovery. 

At least I can write in my diary. Have somebody to talk to. Nancy had taught me 

how. Just to write. To hear some sort of echo to my heart. So I write. Every day. 

Since Nancy’s been gone, it’s been so lonely. There is no one there for me. Mom 

is always writing or reading or hauling in more garbage from garage sales, thrift stores, 

back alleys. The piles in the corners and hallways get higher, Mom keeps shuffling things 

around, bringing things up from the basement, throwing them back down again. Crash, 

bang, boom.  From one corner to another. The dirt piles up, the cobwebs hang from the 

ceilings. The linoleum cracks and she doesn't replace or clean it. Or she gives things 

away. My things. Dad’s things. Jeanie’s things. Albert’s things. One day you walk into 

your room and your freeze because you know something is missing. A plant, a book, a 

record. Or something has been taken off the wall. Or she’s stuffed more of her ripped-up 

clothes into your closet because she complains she doesn’t have enough closet space. 

Dad is always working or watching TV or reading or flat on his back sick. He 
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misses a lot of work at his job at Storage Technology. Jeanie is always somewhere. With 

some friend. In Boulder at the mall.  Doing something. I don’t know what.  

Albert moved out after high school. Moved into Boulder to work as a welder and 

share a house with some hippies. I saw him before he left. We went to Walgreens at the 

Crossroads Mall to buy Mom some Kaopectate for her diarrhea. We walked past the new 

booth of videos. Something amazing called videos. Superman, for $85 a copy. Clomping 

along in combat boots,  his hair finally grown long, a tie-die t-shirt. I thought, my brother, 

my brother. How I never have known you. Who are you? What do you suffer? How do 

you cry? I don’t know I have never known. Now he’s gone. Two down. Two to go. 

 

I have three more years left of school now. Three years until I graduate. Get me to 

June, 1984 please. All I have is Nancy’s yearbook. Centaurus High School. Lafayette, 

Colorado 1978. It’s getting worn down by how many times I handle it. Black-and-white 

high school photographs of girls with long feathered hair. Marching bands and 

scribblings from boyfriends about how they will miss Nancy, how they loved her. 

All I have left are Nancy’s stories. Stories of high school, smoking pot and her 

boyfriends. Hands on breasts, tongues in ears. Her path. My future. The only thing I have 

left to guide me. Her yearbook, its pages that I pour over and over again in my bedroom. 

In the bedroom Nancy used to share together. Before she moved out. Before she left.  It’s 

mine now. Here I sit, door shut, alone. 

“Dog shit, crap house. What are we going to do about Nancy? She’s been 

brainwashed. We’ve got to get her out of that nuthouse Krsna dump.” I can hear Mom 

through the door. Mumbling, cursing, pounding on the piano, opening and closing the 
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kitchen cabinets at night. Opening and closing them. “We’ve got to get her out of that 

insane asylum. We’ve got to get her out!”  It’s hard enough for me to then go into the 

kitchen later and make myself a peanut butter and butter sandwich to eat for dinner and 

find Mom sitting in her chair at the table, eating some old mushrooms. She latches on to 

me. 

“Patti, how are we going to get Nancy out of that dog dump? She’s brainwashed, 

you know. eating with her hands, sitting on milk crates. That stud jackass temple head.” 

Mom is so upset that her fists and elbows shake. She stamps her feet. And she continues 

until I return to my room, shut the door and eat on the bed. Alone. 

Nancy also left me her book, The Movies of Clark Gable. She was so in love with 

him. Always checking the newspaper’s movie schedule to see if one of his movies would 

be on. It Happened One Night, The Misfits and of course Gone with the Wind. Gable as 

Rhett Butler, I read the book five times in Jr. High School. Beating Tamsen’s three reads. 

I know the book by heart and what they left out of the movie, like how Scarlett had 

babies with Wade Hamilton and Frank. You look just like Scarlett O’Hara,” Nancy 

would say to me. So I do. So I am. Fiddle dee dee.  

I’m in love with Clark Gable. He’s my dream husband and dream leading man, 

for the movies that I dream of making and when I get my Oscar. It’s my world. To zoom 

out of my room, out of Kilkenny Street and into Hollywood. Me in Hollywood. It’s the 

only place I can go. Only place to escape to right now. My fantasies. I pour over the high-

contrast Hollywood-lit black-and-white photographs of Clark Gable lip-locked with 

platinum Jean Harlow, Joan Crawford or Carole Lombard, all of them dripping in 

gorgeous slick-liquid, floor-length gowns and celluloid fantasy. 1930. 1935. 1939. 1945. 
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The black-and-white photographs of the stars fill my loneliness. Greta Garbo, 

Marlene Dietrich, Hedy Lamar. Every poster I can find of them, every magazine 

photograph clipped, tacked, taped to my wall. Every inch of the wall, covered, not a 

white hole peeps out. The stars’ faces hover over me, their eyes watch me, cheer me on, 

lead me off to a Hollywood career in my mirror. They watch me apply thick black liquid 

eyeliner, pluck my brows thin, thin, like can opener lines or cat scratches. They advise 

me as I burn corkscrew curls into my stick straight hair.  It doesn’t feather like all the 

other girls’ styles of big puffy hair. I hate my hair. I hate it I hate it I hate it. 

 The movie stars watch me. They know. They sympathize. I tell them. They know 

that I walk into the dressing room at JC Penny’s with two new blouses and come out with 

one, tags ripped off, worn underneath. Exit stage right. But this is survival. This is war. 

I’ve got to make it out of here alive. 

Dad told me how on day. When I was supposed to go to The Police concert with 

two girlfriends, Dawn Slaybaugh and Kristy Arp, natural platinum blonds, the blond 

bombshells the boys call them. We sit together in math class and torment the teacher Mr. 

Kitchen, who looks just like a Sleestak from The Land of the Lost. I make trouble because 

I can’t understand math, not even this low math class I’m in. So I won’t let him teach 

anybody. 

Dawn, Kristy and I bought tickets to go to the concert. We’ll smoke pot there. The 

pot that their other friend, Sandy Ammons has because her parents smoke it but they 

don’t know that every afternoon we walk to her house for her to steal it out of the 

cupboard. We all get stoned and laugh and laugh all afternoon. Once one of their 

boyfriends drove us all home. I crashed out on the couch for hours, burned out and 
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nobody noticed or asked anything. 

Mom had said that it was OK that I go to the concert. She told me, not even 

looking up from her book about the Japanese Imperial Army. The red-and-white cover 

with a rising sun and Hirohito. The day before the concert, I remind Mom I’m going out.  

“Shit, shit house, dog crap, no!” she screams. “You’d be a whore to go out to a 

concert. Shit, you’re too young.” I cringe.  

“But I’m 14 and in the 10th grade,” I plead. 

“Only whores go out unchaperoned,” Mom says. “You’re going to come home 

pregnant.”  

I run to my room, slam the door and cry. I cry and cry and cry in anger. Anger 

that heats up my whole stomach, blazing, raging. The anger that deepens the line between 

my eyebrows. Who is God to be spinning all this crap going on down here, this screwed 

up world? Why did I get this mother? I rage inside until the anger drowns me in despair 

and shaking sobs.  

Dad is at my door. Dad comes in, knees next to me by my bed. He’s not slow. He 

has not taken pills. 

“It’s OK, Patti,” he says to me softly, rub bin my back. “That’s just Mom. The 

way she is. One day, you’ll get to leave here. You will graduate and you can get your 

own apartment and do whatever you want. Have all your own things. Don't worry. The 

time will come. You will get out.”  

I can’t say anything because I can’t stop sobbing. I can’t stop raging. My throat is 

too tight. My face too red and soaked in salt that drips to my lips. 
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From that day forward I decide that I’m going to be a Hollywood star. I’m 

destined to be a Hollywood star because I got a second chance I got to go to Centaurus 

High School and not Boulder or Fairview High where everybody else from Platt went. 

Not me. I got a second chance at Centaurus, where Nancy and Albert went because we 

live closer to Lafayette and Louisville then we do to Boulder. Lafayette and Louisville - 

dog towns, Mom calls them. Dog towns because there is no shopping and no buses out 

here in the boondocks East Boulder County so we have to drive to Boulder for everything 

and that makes Mom curse.  

Ninety-seven percent of the kids from Platt Jr. High went to Boulder or to 

Fairview, like Tamsen did. She now wears men’s clothing and has cut her hair super 

short butch and wears a long skinny braid that’s like a rat tail. She drifted away from me, 

always talking about how wonderful and beautiful this rich bitch Kim Lloyd was. I hated 

Kim’s pug-nosed face. Thank God Kim moved to San Juan Capistrano. And thank God 

that I don’t ever have to see again this other bitch Linda Whitaker who snarled at me 

saying, “Centaurus, there’s nothing but a bunch of fat Mexicans there,” because we live 

way out east on Arapahoe out with the cows and the corn and somebody has to pick all 

the food we eat and their kids have to go to school somewhere.  There has to be some 

place for goat-ropers to go to school too. Nancy called them goat ropers. Farm kids that 

wear caps that say COOP and have a white ring in their jeans’ back pocket burned from a 

can of chew.  And there’s a place for me at the new school. Away from everybody else. 

Poor Helen Bushnell. She’s going on with all the dreadful everybody. How will 

she survive? What do you do when you can never escape. Maybe you just go insane. 
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I got a part in the school play at Centaurus. I play Donna Lucia in Charley’s Aunt. 

I can act. I can hide. It’s easier to be an actress when all the world is going to shit because 

I can just tuck my real self away like lunch money in my sock. Nobody can see the 

loneliness, the sadness, the doubt, the abject hopeless terror inside me. Because the 

actress takes over. She plays the part of waking up, going to school and smiling in class, 

and everybody loves me that way.  

I discovered that in the fifth grade play. As Widow O’Shea, dressed up as the old 

silly hag, tempting father Sean with her famous Irish Stew. “Oh Willy, Wisp, Willy 

Wisp, where are you?” I called. I rolled my eyes, exaggerated my voice, lapped up the 

laughter, the love, people howling, holding me in their laughs of approval. It wasn’t me 

anymore. I wasn’t Patti. I was the actress.  

After the fifth grade I didn’t get another part in a play. In seventh grade that dumb 

stuck up bitch Kristin Nielson got the part of Becky in Tom Sawyer. I think I didn’t get in 

because I was so nervous at the audition. I felt like all eyes were upon me, ridiculing me, 

and that they knew about my mother, knew about Nancy the Krsna. I couldn’t even jump 

rope to a beat because my heart beat so fast I thought it would fly right out of me, land on 

the stage for all to see and stomp on and find out what the inside’s of my family’s house 

looks like, what I look like for real.   

I didn’t get a part in the 8th grade play, or the ninth. And I knew it’s because 

everybody at that school knew me from elementary school. The stuck up bitches Susie 

Todd and Shawna Summers, how they talked behind my back in home economics class, 

whispered about my dirty jeans, about the pumpkin orange fabric my mother bought on 

sale for 49 cents a yard at So-Fro Fabric for me to sew my blouse from the Simplicity 
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pattern.  

“Why did you pick orange?” they hissed and rolled their eyes. The bastard Randy 

Boskett who snarled in disgust at me when he found out that he had to team up with me 

in geography class. And Jim Creese and Joe Carter sitting behind me in basic 

communication class said,“Her hair is so greasy it makes me sick.” I hate them all. And 

all I could can was burn in my interior hell. Sit and burn a hole in my stomach, in my 

seat, a hole in the back of my head where I know their death ray eyes are burning into my 

brain. But just you wait, you bastards, I thought. I’ll be a famous actress one day. Just 

you wait. You’ll be sorry. My life, Mom and Dad’s life, everybody will be redeemed. All 

suffering will come to an end. I will be able to take care of Mom and Dad, since they 

can’t do it themselves. Since they can’t get out. I will take care of them all and they will 

finally be healed. They will be well and again and live Better Homes and Garden 

Magazine lives. 

 

 I get a second chance at Centaurus. I have Clark Gable and the movie stars. I 

have Nancy’s yearbook and her stories to guide me. I also have Jenny White and her 

older sister Wendi, older by one year, who live down the street from me. Jenny, with hair 

so frizzy she straightens it out with heavy chemicals and rolls it straight in orange juice 

cans and it takes all day to dry and it’s such an ordeal that she doesn’t wash her hair 

much so it smells like grease, but she has great tan legs because she plays a lot of tennis 

with her father, Gordy. Jenny, whose mother Terry, red-haired, big round glasses, chain 

smokes Parliaments and when she laughs sounds like she’s coughing up her lungs. Her 

mom sometimes picks us all up from school and drives us to the Northglen Mall to pays 
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for me to eat at Furr’s cafeteria and talk about boys and school.  

Jenny’s house. I go there almost every day after school. Walking home in my hot 

tennis shoes, up the street, from the bus stop up the long curve of Kilkenny Street onto 

their Cavan Court. Neat, clean, two-story house, with plastic horses on shelves and a 

bowl of green grapes in the middle of the table that I can eat and eat and do my 

homework without staring at something moldy or wet while her mother stands in the 

kitchen, talking and laughing and smoking and hacking on the phone with a girlfriend 

about her visit to the beauty parlor.  

 

Before junior high was out for summer in the ninth grade, it was Jenny who said 

let’s be cheerleaders, junior varsity.  We tried out for cheerleading in front of the entire 

student body at Centaurus, a student body that we didn’t know and who had never even 

heard of us. But they voted us in, and that night a pack of bubbly senior pom-pom girls 

drove up to my house in their Mustang and Toyota, honking their horns and piling out in 

their blue and red and white cheerleading uniforms.  

Before they could get past the huge cracks in the driveway and the Chinese elms 

twisting out of them I rushed out the white screen door, whack, and I started screaming. I 

started screaming, screaming at the top of my Tichacek lungs. Jumping up and down in 

excitement. They pushed a red carnation in my hand, snapped a Polaroid. I couldn’t stop 

screaming, couldn’t stop jumping up and down, up and down. Happy. Happy. I’m going 

to be popular. I’m going to be somebody.  I’m getting out. Three years to go. 

 

It turns out that the cheerleading outfit costs $200 for white shirts and an itchy red 
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sweater and my name spelled in cursive on an emblem and pom-poms to top new white 

Nike shoes.   

 “Shit! We don’t have $200.” Mom screams, shaking, spitting, false teeth sloshing 

in her mouth. You can’t do it. Why don’t you get a job at McDonald’s and pay for it 

yourself? If you think you are so rich? We’ve got to get Nancy out of that nightmare 

Krsna shit.” 

Shoulders hunch, my heart collapses. I couldn’t believe it. Not now. Not another 

sabotage. A kamikaze pilot smashing into my hope. I beg and cry and plead.  

“Shit! No! Get away from me.” She screams, screams at the top of her lungs, how 

she wished Nancy never went to Alaska, how she wishes that Nancy had married Joe. 

How we should have never left New Jersey. 

 I go to my room to cry and I’m surprised to find Jeanie, lying on my bed.   

“Don’t worry, Patti. Things could be worse,” she says in a soft voice. “I know 

how you feel. Look.” She pulls up the sleeve on her shirt. Shows me the little scars on her 

wrists. Tiny ones, that she carved with an Exacto knife. 

“I’ve been so depressed,” she says. “I’ve been seeing the councilor at Platt, Mrs. 

Oldham. you remember her?” I nod. poor little Jeanie, her hair, cropped short, dyed 

cellophane purple. Mom hadn’t said anything about it.   

“In this house, I feel so invisible, hopeless, unloved,” she says. “I’ve felt that way 

ever since kindergarten, wanting to disappear, dissolve, die.”  I don’t know what to say. 

It’s almost too much. Too much. Not me, not her, not now, not another problem. Too 

much pain. Too much. Too much. I have to go to the kitchen and eat another peanut 

butter and butter sandwich. It’s just too much to deal with. Too much. Too much.  
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Now after school I get stoned and I bake tray after tray full of chocolate fudge 

from condensed milk recipes I got looking through Better Homes and Gardens magazines 

Mom got from the library. I mix the chocolate, pour the sugar, early await its pleasing 

body of brown pulled from the oven.  

I pass the fudge out to all the cast members of Charly’s Aunt. They love it. They 

love it. I hope they love me. Even though it’s fudge, week after week after week. 

Chocolate fudge, vanilla fudge, fudge with pecans and walnuts. It’s good cookin’ that 

lasts. Marry me. I’m a good cook. I’m eating just as much fudge as my friends. Packing it 

down. Down, down, down, so that I don’t feel. Dealing with Mom and Jeanie and Dad 

and Nancy though by eating is tarting to make me gain weight.  

 

I’m going to take control, go on a vegetarian diet, like Nancy pleads for us to do 

week after week in her phone calls. Mumbling her gibberish, Hare Krsna Krsna Krsna. I 

find recipes and make a list of ingredients - this good that one bad.  I will go vegetarian to 

stop the slaughter of cows, to raise my vibrations, to purify my consciousness, clear up 

my karma. The bad karma that places me here, here with the Six Straubs, down to four, 

here on Kilkenny Street. 

I’m 14 now. I’m not the skinny gink I used to be. I’m putting on weight. I’m 

getting fat I say. Fat!  I’m 5 foot 8 and 120 pounds. I used to be 115. I’ve got to lose five 

pounds. My God, I think, I’m a pig. A filthy pig. A lazy, stupid, filthy pig. A whore. A 

dirty whore.  So I dance to Loverboy and Foreigner in my bedroom, dancing to lose five 

pounds. I can’t stop thinking that I really like to eat chocolate chip cookie dough and 

peanut butter and butter sandwiches. They pack all those feelings down, the loneliness, 
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the confusion, the terror, Mom’s diarrhea, Dad’s vomiting. Food, it packs it down into 

one neat lump that just sits in my stomach and holds me tight, tight and keeps me 

moving, moving toward graduation day. My stomach where I can shut the door and not 

look. And nobody, nobody, as God is my witness, is going to open it up again. 

 

I get a second chance, because it turns out that I can sew. I learned how in Girl 

Scouts in the fifth grade. I got my badge, with Mrs. Bushnell leading. I learned also in 

home economics class. I can sew the short, polyester white-and-red cheerleading skirt 

kits myself and save $50. I promised Mom I would get a job at McDonald’s one day and 

pay for it. I swore up and down. 

Yet I have one eye on the barley can. The barley can in the cabinet above the 

stove. I discovered that’s where Mom keeps the cash. All the twenty dollar bills Dad 

brings home are rolled up into the old tin can. The years have worn away its original 

label. Mom said the barley in that can saved her life. I don’t know why. She was sick or 

something. Those twenty-dollar bills, they find their way into my hands when Dad is 

passed out in his room with a headache and Mom is watching TV, shouting over the 

World at War about Nancy in that nuthouse or what are we going to do about Jeanie? 

Why did Jeanie take all those aspirin pills? What’s wrong with her? How are we going to 

pay for her psychiatrist?  “Shit, dog shit. Shit house rat trap.”  

 

Mom finally lets me be a cheerleader. I’ve never sewn pleats and I sew them 

crooked on my skirt and the cheerleading sponsor, Mrs. Drew, fingers the crooked pleats 

during a game and says, “This is all sewn wrong. It looks terrible.” Sitting on the 
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bleachers in front of the screaming fans. I just let my cheeks burn, but I don’t feel them. I 

don’t feel them because I throw them deep down into my stomach and shut the door and I 

just cheer and cheer and I have the loudest voice, the Tichacek voice, that slaps faces 

clear across the auditorium, clear across football fields. I’m the cheerleader, look at me, 

even though I have no clue about football or what’s going on because I had never heard 

of football until everybody in the fifth grade started talking about Craig Morton and the 

Broncos and the Super Bowl. I said, “Who is Craig Morton?” and everybody laughed. 

They laughed and slapped their knees until I was nothing but worm food. Soon after I 

found a Broncos knit hat at a garage sale that I was at with Mom. The hat was even still 

in the plastic package. I wore it to school to fit in. I watched the Super Bowl late at night. 

Alone on the couch when everybody was in bed. I had no idea what was going on. 

Because  whenever football was on TV, Mom always screamed and spit popcorn about 

how stupid those jackasses are running up and down the field chasing each other. Then 

she changed the channel to ballet or Lawrence Welk. 

 Now in the tenth grade, me, the cheerleader at a football game, our losing team, 

always losing. Clobbered. I just cheer when the crowds cheer. I jump on my toes so much 

I get shin splints. I scream and scream so loud that I get nodes on my vocal chords so my 

breath is now airy, airy like corn silk in the breeze.  

One day after school I find that Mom had been rummaging through my room, the 

room that I used share with Nancy. She’s cursing about Nancy.  

“Shit, shit house, dog shit. Rat, cat trap,” she says, over and over and over again.  

I notice that she tore down my poster of Greta Garbo, put my spider plants in the 

backyard, in the snow. Really all of this is making me so nervous and terrified and sick 
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that I get shingles across my ribs on the right side. It’s so painful to move, even to 

breathe.  I can’t breathe. I’m suffocating. Help. Help. Help. I cry inside, as disgusting 

globs of oozing brown scabs streak across my body, across my heart. 

 

I get a second chance. Because Steve Boulter likes me. He’s in the eleventh grade, 

tall with droopy blue eyes, and feathered blond hair swept to the right. Lips thick and 

always pouty puckered like they are perpetually ready to kiss or are thinking of 

something sour. 

He rides my bus.  I get picked up first at Shannon Estates with Jenny and Wendi. 

Then we go by his house, a two-story, white with three columns in front, set back from 

the road on several green acres with white horses lolly-gagging around. I heard his dad is 

a lawyer. 

 “You’re beautiful,” he says to me one fall day on the bus. I want to flower, bloom 

and seed all at once. Steve Coleman. He’s Mr. Popular.  He’s Gary Cooper. Fiddle dee 

dee. I touch my hair, twirl it around my finger tighter and tighter and tighter and tighter. 

my shingles barely allow me to breathe. Barely let my white cheerleading shirt rest 

against my skin. 

“So, do you want to go to Homecoming?” he asks me one day.  

“Sure,” I blush, gush and choke. Resisting the urge to put my fingers in my 

mouth. Must remember to be the actress. I can’t believe he asked me! Me! Greasy little 

Patti. there must be good karma coming in or something to explain it. My chanting has 

kept me in favor with the Gods. Vishnu, Rama. Maybe it’s because I’ve become a 

vegetarian. A vegetarian who lives off of fudge, peanut butter and butter sandwiches, 
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Ding Dongs and chocolate ice cream shakes and Susie Q’s from the a la carte line at 

school.  

 

My hands caress Homecoming dresses at stores, puffy taffeta, but too large a 

price tag. Too big a risk to shoplift such a prized item.  Then, a simple blue fake velour 

dress, blue like Delft, lined in white lace with a vest and drawstring belt. I buy it. With 

money swiped from the barley can. Slip brick red lipstick up my right sleeve. Once home 

I stare in the mirror, darken the eyeliner, darken, darken. Brush on the pink eye shadow, 

dab concealer on the big zit that showed up on my forehead. Sweep up my hair with 

bobbie pins. Wink at Garbo, her paper face, crumpled from Mom’s hands, torn at the 

chin, but back up on my wall. Garbo, stone-faced, then a laughing Ninotchka. The 

actress.  A thought of Nancy creeps in, me sitting on her bed, watching her put on make 

up in the mirror. No, no, Patti. Don’t think about those sad memories. Close the door, 

hurry, close it.  Walk through the dark hallway that smells like bacon, past the caricatures 

of Mom, past my story, MONGREL FINDS HOME FOR CHRISTMAS, the frame thick 

with dust. I wait by the door. On the lookout for Steve. 

“Patti, aren’t you going to let the young man in?” Mom calls. “Or are you too 

ashamed of us?” I freeze. Not now. No sabotage. Please, please, God. If there is a God. 

Please. Please, no. 

Steve stands there at the white screen door in a neat blue suit, a thin blue tie. I’m 

sure he sees the puppet witch hanging there, the filthy Bobbie claw marks and kids’ dirty 

hand prints, the unfinished blue paint job around the doorway that looks like it was 

marked with sheep’s blood for Passover. 
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“It’s so nice to meet you,” Mom says when I let him in, holding the screen door 

so it doesn’t go whack behind him as he enters. Steve smiles. Sort of. He doesn’t look at 

me the way he does on the bus. I swallow hard. Mom pushes herself in front of me. 

“What is your name? Steve? Hi Steve. Usually Patti is always running out the 

door, never letting us meet her poor boyfriends. You’d think she was ashamed of us or 

something. Come on in. Albert, Steve is here for Patti. It’s a boyfriend.” 

I shrink. I shrivel. But you’d never know. I play the part of the cool actress so 

well. You’d never know, except if you looked at the inside of my lower lip, where my 

teeth bite down hard. Hold my whole self, my whole being, right in that spot where I bit 

the inside of my lower lip. taking refuge, either in outer space or in laughing Fiddle Dee 

Dee so that no matter what happens, no matter what insanity is swirling in front of me, 

I’m not there. 

“Where are you two going?” Mom asks. 

“Homecoming,” I say. 

“Homecoming,” Mom says. “What’s that?” 

“A dance,” I say, skipping the football part. 

“Oh, how fun, Sparky. I love dances.” 

Dad gets up from listening to his police scanner. He is slow, he has taken pills. He 

shakes Steve’s hand.  

“Nice to meet you,” Dad says. Steve nods his head. There is a bead of sweat on 

his temple 

“To the Con-Vair,” Steve says, his cold waxy hands touch my neck trying to pin 

the white orchid corsage on my dress. His hands shake.  I can feel his quick breaths, fresh 
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like lemons. I blush with shame, blush with disappointment.  I’m sure he’s disappointed 

too. No, NO. I think. I bite down harder on my lip. Everything is OK. Steve likes me, I 

tell myself. Steve thinks I’m pretty. I’m a cheerleader after all. I smile.  

“Oh, wow. The Con-Vair!” Mom clasps her hands together over her heart as if 

I’ve snagged a rich husband. “That’s that airplane that was turned into a restaurant. You 

lucky dogs! How fun. I’ve always wanted to go there. But it’s so expensive. Albert, take 

a picture. Look how cute they look.”  

We stand in front of the fireplace in the living room that was once a garage. Dad 

fumbles with his Boulder Emergency Squad camera. Smile. Click. Tonight Mom and 

Dad and Jeanie will watch Dad’s new slide show, eat some krupuk. Watch the slide show 

that documents a rescue after a Toyota hit a cow driving to Lyons one moonless night. 

The pictures - blinding white intervals of screen until a slide darkens it with the truth - 

people turned hunks of meat with plaid shirts on, draped over twisted metal. 

Entertainment Tonight at the house of the Six Straubs. 

Steve’s eyebrows raise, his eyes shift around looking at the living room but afraid 

to rest on any one thing. His eyes search the ceiling where it is streaked with a bad paint 

job. Search the sofa covered up with strange dark-yellow fur cut from an old coat. My 

heart, holds still, my smile tries to dominate and cover up the fact that Mom’s shirt is 

stained with popcorn grease and that Bobbie is having an asthma attack . 

“Oh, poor Bobbie, quick somebody rub his belly,” Mom says.  

“Let’s go, I tell Steve. It’s the actress on me. It’s stamped on my nervous system. 

Exit stage left. Out the white screen door. I hold it so that it doesn’t sack close.   
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In the dark of the night, in the cool plastic of his Chevy seats, I smell Steve’s 

aftershave. Like warm rain, or a bowl of pinecones collected from walks at Chautauqua. 

It’s just us in the some parking lot.  My heart is a rush as I feel his pouty lips like 

balloons on mine, pressing into me, my first real kiss. And his hand, his hand, slipping 

down my blue velveteen dress, beneath my bra and fondles my breast. I don’t dare say 

anything, Just be here. Garbo and I. Scarlett and I. Fiddle dee dee. 

We stop kissing. Sit up in his car. My head’s abuzz, my hair’s falling out of the 

bobby pins. 

“Do you mind if we don’t go to the dance?” he asks. “I mean it’s getting really 

late. Actually,” he laughs, looking at his watch, “I think we missed it.” I think of the 

dinner at the Con-Vair. Turns out his uncle owns the place so he served us red wine. 

Steve and I laughed but really didn’t talk about too much. I laughed and giggled and 

acted as I thought Nancy probably would have on a date with a boy. 

I look around the parking lot. Wondering where we are. It could be Planet X. Or 

Planet Claire. I shrug my shoulders shyly. My heart a-flush. “Sure, whatever.”  

 

Steve stares at me. I look away. He starts the car. He brings me home to my 

darkened house. But outside a bright floodlight lights up the driveway like a searchlight 

catching a prisoner in its glare.  

“Good night,” he says. “I had a good time.” He doesn’t kiss me. But that’s OK. 

Isn’t it? Isn’t it? Not all scenes have a kiss good-bye. I go inside. Hold the screen door so 

it slowly fades to desperate relaxation rather than making the whack sound and waking 

everybody. I tiptoe in the dark down the hall and fall into my bed without washing the 
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make up off my face. 

 

Steve’s not on the bus Monday morning. I don’t get a call from him. I see him in 

passing the hallways and he smiles. I smile back too. I wonder, secretly, when will we go 

out again? Am I your girl? I’m too shy to say anything. Too, too, shy. Not even to say hi 

back. Jean Harlow advises me to play it cool, just smile, sugar, smile. The days go by. 

It’s no big deal I think. I cheer for the football team. I am good in English. Once Mr. 

Tosh asked the class when we are discussing a short story. My mind was wandering, but I 

heard him ask, “Does anybody know what the name Todd means?” Nobody could 

answer, except me. After a long pause, I raised my hand. “It means death,” I said, 

remembering my mother told me that about Leslie’s brother years ago. 

“Yes,” Mr. Tosh said. Now class, don’t you think it’s symbolic that the author 

chose that name? Is it foreshadowing something?” 

I see Steve one day outside after school, hanging out by Laura Deborsky’s new 

car. A convertible red Mustang. A sweet sixteen gift, I guess. Her dad works at IBM. 

She’s cute, nice clothes, feathered hair. Calvin Klein Jeans. Candies shoes. My heart is 

bleak. I am filled with self doubt, filled with self loathing.  I board the bus, so he doesn’t 

see me.  

Steve didn’t ride the bus home. Laura drove him to his door. I ride home alone, 

with the other carless souls without a ride, and I am waiting and hoping for another 

chance.  

The cows and the cornfields float by the window on the ride home. My lips are 

puckered closed. To hide my mouth from opening when I smile. I think about that I was 
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with him, the movie king. I was so sure. But now I just bring up the little bubble around 

my heart, the bubble around my stomach, around my head, wrapping it tighter and tighter 

so that I don’t process this. It’s never happened. I’ve never known him. He’s not ignoring 

me. It’s just that this never happened. This movie was never made. Cancelled. Fiddle dee 

dee. Soon, it will come again.  I’ll get a second chance. 

 

At a party with Kristy and Dawn and Sandy. A party with AC/DC music For 

Those About to Rock We Salute You. It’s somebody’s apartment in Louisville. Friends of 

friends of friends. Lots of pot and Miller beer in bottles. I’m standing there in a funny 

fog, and there he is. It’s unmistakable. The feathered hair. The piercing watercolor eyes 

that droop like a swan’s wing. It’s Chad Haskill. It’s him. From Nancy’s yearbook. I stare 

at him. He’s shorter than I imagined. But just as handsome. He’s drinking a Miller beer. 

Holding it by its neck between the index and middle fingers. He sees me staring at me. I 

turn away, shy, but he comes over. I can’t believe it. I’m Nancy I’m Nancy and here is 

Chad. My dreams come true. My heart pumping up oil from the deepest pile of 

Paleolithic creatures this side of Texas.  

It all happens so fast. How and when and why. I don’t know. I just heard it from 

Nancy before. The kiss. Sucking the roof of his mouth. It drives him wild. It drives him 

and me to  the street behind my house where there are new houses being built. Skeleton 

houses in fields among weeds and muddy truck tracks. 

In his mother’s Cadillac on the front seat. He opens the condom. I’m so afraid. I 

don’t know what to do. I have no idea. My pants are off and my house is across this field. 

I can even see the back porch light on. I’m with Chad Haskill. His mouth on mine, his 
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body on mine. He’s pushing and he’s pushing and it hurts so much that I’m frozen in the 

terrifying realization of where I am and what I am doing and no longer in the fantasy of 

Nancy’s 1978 high school yearbook. I stop. I can’t let it in. It won’t go in. It hurts and it 

hurts and I wince and all I can think about is the hurt, my whole body is as tense as a gun 

being cocked and my heart is beating as hard and fast as Nancy’s clackers. It hurts as bad 

as those plastic resign things whacking my wrists, bruising my wrists. I’m a resin toy 

shattering and then getting recalled by the toy company. Only I’m being shattered down 

there. I can’t say anything. Just take quick breaths. He stops. He know. Oh, God. He 

knows. 

“It’s OK. no use in pushing it.” He pulls off me. We retreat. He slowly and ever 

so calmly leans over on my side of the seat, feels around on the floor and makes sure that 

every last scrap of condom litter is thrown out of the car. Then he dries around the block 

an I am home. 

He calls the next evening. I’m too afraid to answer. His body. My body. I didn’t 

now it would be like that. I didn’t know it would hurt so much. Nancy didn’t tell me what 

to do. I just imagined it. It’s supposed to be so lovely. Just like my fantasies. Just like 

Nancy’s stories. Just like Clark Gable and Carole Lombard. My mind throbs like a kite 

shooting off in the wind, disconnected. My body is shrunken into the perpetual 

suspension of the in breath.  

I miss my period. I miss it month after month. Never mind that I only started a 

few months before I met Chad. I’m a late bloomer at 15. When all the other girls had 

blood on their panties way before me. Like Margaret in Are You There God? It’s Me, 

Margaret. I read that book over and over again as a kid. Waiting for blood. 
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Four months later and I still don’t get my period. I am sick with worry. I can’t 

concentrate in school. I mope around the house. Mom doesn't notice. She’s at the old 

electric Brother typewriter, mumbling, cursing, “Shit house, dog shit.” 

I rock myself on my bed in my room in tears of worry. All alone. My God, I’m 

pregnant. But did he even enter me?  Did we even have sex? I can’t remember. All I can 

remember is the pain. I’m ruined. And I fall on the floor in tears. 

There is a knock at my bedroom door. It opens. It’s Dad.  

“What’s wrong?” he says. 

I can’t speak. I can’t tell him. But it’s like he knows. He knows. Maybe he’s had 

this conversation before. Maybe he's had it with Nancy. I don’t know, but he asks the 

question. 

“Do you think you’re pregnant?” I can’t speak. I can just look at him with puffy 

red eyes, swollen cheeks. 

“It’s OK. I’ll take you to the clinic. And we’ll find out. It will be OK.” 

The next week he takes lunchtime off. Picks me up at school to drive me to the 

clinic in Boulder. The lady smiles. Dad sits in the waiting room for me, fingering his keys 

with their teeth all lined up in the same direction, reading a book called The Laws of 

Karma. I pee in a white styrofoam cup. I pass it to the woman so that all she can see is 

the crown of my head as I look down, arms folded across my breasts. In the waiting room 

with Dad again, I wait and wait and wait, fingers in my mouth. Finally we go back into a 

back room. The lady keeps smiling. 

“It’s negative,” she says, “You’re really lucky.  

All I can do is cry and sigh in relief. Dad rubs my back in silence. She goes on 
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and on about safe sex and birth control. But I don’t hear. I can’t. I’m too embarrassed. I 

bite my lower lip. My whole life is in that bitten lip. As she’s showing us out the door, 

she thanks Dad and says goodbye to me. 

“You’re really lucky that you have a father who cares about you so much.” That’s 

what she says. 

 

SON OF A BEACH 

 

For Mrs. Beaver’s 10th grade English composition class I’m supposed to read the 

entire book The Grapes of Wrath for the week I miss school because I am going to 

Hawaii. The week that Jeanie and I and are to go to Hawaii to get Nancy out of the 

Krsnas.  

“Bring her home,” Mom instructs us. “Talk her out of that nightmare religion.” 

Won’t our sweet smiling sisterly faces want to make her come home? That’s the 

reasoning. I just want to get a tan. I want to get a boyfriend.  

Mom is coming too, but she’s not telling Nancy. So when Nancy sees us at the 

airport with Mom, her shining face turns to a dull silver nickel. But Mom stays at the 

YWCA again. Gives us explicit instructions on how to bring Nancy back as we stay with 

her at the ashram. 

 

“It’s 3 a.m. Time to get up,” Nancy says. We slept on the floor on cots with 

Nancy in the women’s ashram. A bunch of women are moving around silently by the 

light of a bare bulb. “Brush your teeth,” Nancy instructs.  “Don’t sit on the toilet, squat, 
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and don’t use the toilet paper, just use this water bottle. You don’t want to push the poop 

back into your body by wiping with toilet paper.  So unclean. Take a shower. We shower 

four times a day because cleanliness is next to godliness. What, you’re still asleep? I’ve 

never seen anybody sleep standing up before. Ha ha!You are the first, Patti. You’ll get 

used to it. Lord Krsna is merciful. Here, dress in this sari. Here, Jeanie, I’ll help you fold 

it into your waistline. It’s silk. And put on this cholie. We have to cover our legs up 

because the men will be in lust otherwise. Poor men, they have so much to contend with, 

they don’t need us women making life difficult.”  

3:30 a.m. I still can’t keep my eyelids off of my eyeballs as we make our way to 

the big building for morning prayer. Mom said the room is soundproof, and I can tell 

why. It’s so loud, unbearably loud. It’s a bunch of people in a flutter of orange suits and 

flowering blue and green saris jumping up and down, slamming cymbals together, some 

with small ones on their fingers. They’re beating drums, shouting Hare Krsna, Hare 

Krsna, Krsna Krsna, Hare Hare. Hare Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare.” Over 

and over and over again. There are leis draped over this life-like, seated statue of a really 

ugly bald guy with a long saggy mouth who looks like a droopy, over mature apricot. 

There’s this yellow stuff smeared down his forehead and a bunch of people, including 

Nancy, wear it too.  

They throw rose petals over the statue of Krsna, a blue-skinned wide-eyed Krsna 

doll playing a flute, draped in jasmine leis. Gopi girls at his feet.  Nancy is shouting 

something over the noise that I can’t hear very well about his day of appearance or 

disappearance on earth. The devotees and Nancy take turns pouring milk over Krsna’s 

head. Nancy burns a little stick of incense,  twirling it through the air and I see her head 
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half hidden by the green sari she wears. I watch Nancy. She looks like a child playing 

with fire. She sways back and forth now, eyes closed, skinny hands in prayer, her lips 

whispering something. 

 I catch a glimpse of Nancy. Nancy, back home, years ago. When things were 

different. When she was my sister. Where is Nancy? Where is the girl coming back 

glassy-eyed from the Rolling Stones concert? Where is the sister that was going to show 

me how to be the most popular girl in school? She also wears her glasses. I’m so 

surprised, considering how much she hated them.  

The devotees dance around, men in orange clothing and baggy cotton pants with 

shaved heads and only a small ponytail remaining jump up and down, up and down. One 

blows a conch shell, over and over and over again. The noise is so loud I plug my ears. 

Wonder when it will be over. Jeanie just stands slumped. 

For breakfast we eat potatoes and chickpeas in a sauce so thick with turmeric that 

my pee and poop is orange. “It’s prashadam,” Nancy explains. “It’s offered to the Lord 

first so he gets a taste, so it’s purified. One who eats this food it raises your 

consciousness. Mom tasted a little bit of it when she visited the first time. Even eating a 

little bit will help Mom get into heaven. I have hope for Mom.” Nancy shakes her head. 

“Poor Mom.” Her face is blank. “Hey, guys, do you want to go out on sankirtame with 

me?” 

After standing on the sidewalk next to Nancy all morning passing out books and 

pressing people for money, Jeanie and I find a nice spot on Waikiki beach for sunbathing. 

I pull off my cropped Hawaii t-shirt and expose my bathing suit under it. Jeanie’s face is 

sad, her skinny little body has a blue t-shirt that reads SON OF A BEACH hanging on it. 
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She pulls it off, lathers up with suntan lotion and lies on her towel under the hot rays of 

the Hawaii sun. 

Nancy walks up to us. She’s in her sari, holding a big bag of books and a 

Baghavad Gita in her hand. She wears her glasses, and the sun has brought out her 

freckles like a splash of cinnamon on her face. Her hair is pulled back severe in a ponytail 

and she wears a small, brown-beaded choker.  

“Here, put this in your machine,” she says and hands me a tape of music from the 

Radha Krsna Temple. I pop it into the cool new invention that just came out -- a portable 

cassette player with headphones that Dad got me for Christmas. I listen for a while then 

pass it to Jeanie. 

“Nice,” I faintly smile. Nancy sits next to me. I see her white skin between her 

toes that isn’t tanned. I stare at her sandals as Nancy starts telling me to chant Hare Krsna 

every day. To keep the mind focused only on Krsna and Krsna only. That the mantra will 

protect my mind and remove all negativity.  

“It’s your mind that keeps you in its own prison,” she says. The mind is steeped in 

doubt, fear, desire, even terror. It rules us.  I say nothing. “You know, Pat and Jean, I 

tried to get Mom to chant Hare Krsna and well, that didn’t go over too good. But it’s 

good that you are eating vegetarian, Pat,” she says, explaining that people who like to eat 

pork will become a pig in their next reincarnation, which is better than being reincarnated 

as a woman. It’s about your thinking,  she says. We must think on a higher level, because 

if you’re thinking in the mode of ignorance you become that. Just like if you are a 

stripper and like to be on display, you will reincarnate into a tree. It’s all in the thinking. 

“The Krsnas, we always want to be thinking of God. Every moment of the day. 
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We like to be in trouble, because that’s usually when people are calling to God. Aren’t 

they? Call out to God, help me God, only when they have problems. So as Krsnas, we ask 

for trouble so that we can always call to God.”  

She goes on and on. About Lord this and Hunaman the monkey God that and 

Rama and Krsna and Sita and Brahma and this is the Kali Yug the darkest age of 

humanity in which everybody is living in ignorance and moral corruption, full of desires 

and living their life as a karmie. That they are trapped in the karmic wheel of birth, 

disease, old age and death. And that she wants to get out of that karmic wheel by 

surrendering to the lord and chanting Hare Krsna. 

I stare off into the waves. The waves crash and roar, crash and roar. They rock my 

heart back and forth. I think about how I’d like to have a deep tan by the time I get back 

to school. I think about how I haven’t even started The Grapes of Wrath. I think about 

how Nancy is going on and on and on about Krsna and how lonely I am in her presence. 

How I wish I could just hop into her lap and snuggle up to her. But I can’t. 

“Don’t you ever miss Colorado?” I interrupt, my arms wrapped around my knees, 

my fingers, rubbing the sand between my toes. 

“Me? Miss Colorado?” I interrupt her, my arms wrapped around my knees, my 

fingers, rubbing true sand between my toes. 

“Me? No. I was leading the life of a karmie, Pat. A karmie always seeking sense 

gratification. I was always looking for satisfaction in things in the external materials 

world. But there’s only one thing that satisfies all desires, all cravings. And that’s Krsna. 

You have to look inside yourself. He fills all my desires. And all I have to do is serve 

Krsna.” I can’t get over the disappointment in her answer. 
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“Are you happy?” I ask. 

“Happy? Yeah.” She folds her arms around her legs. “Like I said, with Krsna, he 

is everything. He is my happiness. I mean look at all these people, just lying here on the 

beach. They think that by getting away out here, on vacation, they will be happy. They 

think that if they have sex and intoxicate themselves and get material possessions they 

will find happiness. But these things are fleeting. The world is impermanent. Vacation 

will be over before they know it. They’ll have to go back to their jobs and work, work, 

work. They will dream of and desire the next vacation. They will crave new things, a 

bigger house, sexier women. It goes on and on, looking for happiness in the material 

world. And then they ultimately die, still craving things of this world, so they have to 

reincarnate and suffer again. They don’t realize that if they just rest in Krsna, they will be 

eternally happy and all their desires are filled, even though the world has its up and 

downs. Surrender, just surrender, Patti.  Nothing satisfies like Krsna. You should read the 

Baghavad Gita. Krsna instructs Arjuna to go ahead and fight the battle, because all of this 

is an illusion, maya. Just don’t be attached to the outcome. Don’t be attached to the maya 

and suffering that your own mind creates. Cut through the illusion, Pat. Surrender.” 

I don’t know what the hell she’s talking about or why she would even think these 

things. I can only look at her blank face. It’s quite serene. So beautiful. Not a single 

wrinkle across her forehead or between her brows.  I grab the white sand and let it run 

through my fingers, as I deepen the wrinkle between my brows. 

“Well, what happened to your boyfriend Joe?” Don’t you ever want to get 

married? I ask. 

“Oh, yes. I really do want to get married and serve a good husband,” she says. 
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“And soon. But Joe, poor Joe. He tried being here for a while, just to please me, but his 

heart really wasn’t in Krsna. And he was caught stealing. Besides, the temple president is 

going to pick a nice husband for me. Maybe Sri Raga. A husband who is devoted to 

Krsna.” 

I didn’t mention Mom calling Sri Raga Sri Rag Mop.  

“Don’t you want to come and visit me?” I ask, looking away, holding back a tear. 

“Yeah, sure, some day. But it’s kinda heavy with Mom and all. You know how it 

is. I can’t visit just yet. It’s good to be away. I need to be away. Did I tell you that I’m 

getting my spiritual name? It’s Narada. Narada was a great sage, the most dedicated 

disciple to the Lord.” 

I hold all my tears in, but I can’t stop them again. I cry. 

“Hey, Don’t worry, Patti. My dear little sister Patti. You’ll find your own way. 

This is my way. And it can be your way too. Be strong. Chant Hare Krsna. Miracles can 

happen. Believe me.”  

All I can think of if Goodbye. Goodbye, Nancy. Goodbye. 

 

OPEN, UP AND OUT 

 

Mom sits on her bed with the scissors, cutting off the neckline of a turtleneck 

sweater, cutting off the waistband of a tiered blue-jean skirt. Cutting it up to fit her 

Hochman titties. Cutting it up to fit over her big fat belly.   

“Shit, dog house, dog shit,” she mumbles, pulling clothing out of the crumpled 

brown grocery bag she filled at a garage sale for one dollar. Flashing the scissors. “Nancy 
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in that shit-house nightmare. We should’ve never left New Jersey. We should’ve never 

moved into this dog dump.” She is cutting, cutting. The clothing turn to rags, fall on the 

floor, fall into the corners, fill up the room. 

Dad has a headache. He is slow. Dad and I kneel in front of his brass footlocker in 

his bedroom. He finds the jangle of keys in his pocket, the keys with all the teeth facing 

the same direction. He finds the right one, tiny, brown, and opens the big padlock. He has 

these foot lockers all over the house,  big rectangular trunks, locked up. One serves as a 

coffee table in the living room.  Another is in the front hall and serves as a shelf for 

Mom’s garage-sale doll collection. But they are all filled with the same things. Dad’s 

things.  

The footlocker in his bedroom, it opens like a tomb, releasing the heavy smell of 

books and old newspapers tinged with jasmine incense.  He opens that which is rarely 

opened. Because Mom gets to his things. Tears up his precious books. Gives them away 

to the Salvation Army. Throws them down the basement steps. Crash, bang, boom. 

I kneel next to him, drinking hot milk with a sugar cube of anise, anisebloches, 

from Holland. I eat a peanut butter and butter sandwich, big bites, down down to my 

stomach. 

We open the footlocker. Look through the books. He opens the trunk. Pulls a few 

book titles out. The Myths of the Egyptians, the Tibetan Book of the Dead, Confucionism, 

The Aquariuan Gospel of Jesus the Christ, The Koran, Legal Hallucinogens, The Way of 

Herbs, The Chakras, The Story of Philosophy, The New Humanity of Intuition, Raja 

Yoga. Astral projection, Leaving the Body. We finger the books, caress their rough 

hardbacks, dimpled, worn. 
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“Did I tell you the story of how I died in the concentration camp?” he asks me, he 

sits slumped, his white tee shirt, a faint pink because Mom washed his underwear with 

something red. I shake my head. “Well, there was another time too. I was out of my body 

when I was living back in The Netherlands.” He stares off, fingers the book on astral 

projection, touches his head as if he is dizzy, dizzy from the Codeine, the Amytriptaline.  

“One day, I was so tired after work that I fell asleep on the couch. God I was so 

tired. Suddenly I found myself floating above my body. Then Oma came in after 

shopping, and began to count her change at the table. Out of my body I was watching her 

as she counted, and she miscounted. And she started getting angry. But I was suddenly 

back into my body and then I told her what happened and that she made a mistake 

counting. So she counted again, and discovered that I was right.” 

I sit and listen in total belief. To be able to leave the body, leave this world as we 

know it. I drink more warm anise milk. 

Mom is at the sewing machine, whirr whirr whirr, in angry bursts the needle 

pummels the turtleneck sweater that she cut the turtleneck part off of. “Shit house, dog 

tricks, Bobbie rocco mocco poco pup. What are we going to do about Jeanie?” She sews 

the turtleneck with pink thread even though the turtleneck is brown. Sews the new collar 

in an crooked wave. She doesn’t finish sewing the waistline of the skirt she also chopped 

up with her zig-zag scissors. She leaves it unfinished. She wears the turtleneck over the 

skirt to cover the unfinished waistline. “Dog shit! Shit house! I’m going to go to Europe. 

Spend some money on me. I’m tired of this. I want a rich husband. I want to run away 

with Rock Hudson.” 

Dad and I pause in silence, listening to Mom. Dad’s dull eyes stare at the floor. 



	   153	  

Then we look back at the books. Dad pulls out a long box. It smells like krupuk old 

newspapers and the wrapping paper that Oma used to mail us Dutch presents in from 

overseas. He carefully unwraps something. 

 “This has been in our family a long time,” he says. “It’s from Indonesia. One of 

the few things saved from the war.”  Suddenly I remember in a flash what it is. Like an 

old dream that bubbles up from my heart and blooms again. I remember it. Once. A long 

time ago. It’s an incense burner, heavy, golden brass base joined with a little cage that 

opens up for an incense cone to sit in and burn. The top is like a stupa, slope-shaped like 

the horns of a bull, with little gold bells on each of the six tips.  

My heart leaps. It’s so beautiful, the cage with a black spot where the incense 

burned, the smell of ash, the cool brass on my fingers.  It used to sit on the fireplace 

mantle. So long ago. Only now brought out into the light for a quick glimpse. I remember 

why it’s hidden. I remember Mom. Something Dad did. He went to the store with a friend 

from work one weekend, and she got angry. So she took the incense burner, she smashed 

it against the fireplace mantle, bending the cage door.  

“Shit, dog shit.” Smashed the picture of his father that is always hanging above 

his bed at night. Smashed the glass, then threw it on the chair where he sits and reads the 

paper. “Good, I hope he cuts up his butt, shit dog shit.”  

Dad and I look at the incense burner. He puts it back. I gulp down the last of the 

anise milk. 

“Bobbie, rocco moco poco pup. Nancy always mumbling that gibberish with her 

shitty religion.” Dad puts back his books, slowly, carefully, each fitting like puzzle pieces 

in the trunk. Just like the way he works as an electrical engineer, putting big pieces of 
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things in little packages.  I keep one book, the Key: The Power of Concentration. 

“That’s a very good book,” he says. “It’s all about the mind. Focus the mind. Be 

in the present moment. That’s the key.” Then he gives me a rosary that he says he got 

from Astara. It’s heavy with white crystal from somewhere in Yugoslavia where there 

was a sighting of the Virgin Mary. 

“Thanks, Dad. I will pray on it. “ He gives me a modified version of the Hail 

Mary to pray with. 

Hail Mary, Mother of God. Blessed art thou among women and beloved is thy 
fruit of the womb Jesus. Pray for us ow and at the hour of our triumph over sin, disease 
and death. 

 

“How old will Jeanie be in six years?” he says with slurred speech. I freeze. I 

think. 

“Um, she’ll be 20. 21 I think. Why?” 

“That’s when I’m going to give up,” he says, locking up the books once again, 

clearing his throat. We start to stand up. His keys jangle as they slide back into his pocket 

and he puts his hand to his head as if he’s dizzy. I don’t speak. I can’t speak. My stomach 

is turning. “All of you will be independent by then. I can finally give up,” he says. 

 

I go to the bathroom. Lock the door, the door with the blue streaks of paint.  I turn 

on the fan. I stare at myself in the mirror. I loathe what I see. I loathe what I feel. I face 

the toilet, the toilet streaked with blue paint, mom’s diarrhea pants in a plastic bowl next 

to it. My head spins and I start vomiting. It all comes up, a big lump, creeping out of a 

door shut so tight, a burp, out of my stomach, into the toilet, splashing, up up, all the milk 

and peanut butter comes, all the bread, all the butter brown and black and furry and 



	   155	  

tasting like licorice from the anise.  It all comes up.  Everything. Everything. All my 

loneliness, all my terror, all my self-loathing, all my guilt and shame. Vomiting. Jeanie 

taught me how to one afternoon. Just stick my fingers down my throat and everything I 

just ate doesn’t count. I won’t get fat. And I won’t feel. I don’t want to feel. But I know 

it’s there. My body heaves, shakes, spits. I heave until my stomach hurts, until my eyes 

hurt. 

“Albert, Nancy’s a zombie, and she’s going to marry that idiot Sri Rag Mop. 

What a terrible waste.” I can hear Mom through the door. I flush. All the food particles 

don’t go down. I wait for the toilet to refill with water. “Shit house, dog shit. Sitting on 

milk crates and eating with her hands. She’s like an animal.” I flush again, and again, 

until there is no sign of my purge.  

The doorbell rings. Bobbie barks uncontrollably. It’s Chris Bissell’s father. I have 

forgotten that she was picking me up to take me to the International Exchange Student 

meeting at school. I dream of going to school abroad, traveling, being fluent in another 

language. Only I already know that I will never be able to go.  I just dream. But Chris 

will go somewhere. I will stay home. I rush to Dad’s bedroom, to say goodbye. 

Dad is lying on his bed, a washcloth over his eyes, the curtains drawn so there is a 

yellow cast on his room. There is a newsletter, from the Astara Foundation. Earlyne 

Chaney’s new book, Prophecies of things to Come about how all hell is about to break 

loose on this planet. I’ve sat there with Dad reading his book, while listening to Rigoletto, 

or Macbeth or Salome, on Channel Six TV Live at the Met. I place my hands on his head. 

Pull his hair a little bit. 

“When you die,” Dad mumbles to me in bed. “Don’t be afraid. Go toward the 
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white light. Go toward the white light. Let it surround you. The pure white light of 

consciousness. It will liberate you. Liberate you from all this suffering on this earth. You 

won’t have to come back in another lifetime. You won’t have to live anymore.” That’s 

what he says. I swallow I swallow hard, the taste of stomach acid still in my mouth. 

I want to whisper to him, but my throat is too sore from vomiting and it’s closed 

down and strangled by tears. I want to whisper to him that I would want to come back 

and live. I would want to come back for you, Daddy. So that you don’t feel so much pain. 

Somebody has to protect you from the pain. If I could use my hands, place them on your 

head and shake everything out.  Everything. For good. Shake it all out ‘till there’s nothing 

left. 

“Dog tricks, dog house,” Mom says as I fumble on a coat. “Damn it, where are 

my keys? Patti, have you seen my car keys?  Did somebody break in here and steal them? 

Because I can’t find them. Somebody must’ve gotten in here and stolen them. Dog 

tricks.” I see her sewing. I see the piles of rags. I see my homecoming dress, blue velour, 

it’s been cut with the zigzag scissors. Reduced to scraps, rags in the corner.  

I run out the white screen door. Whack, it shuts behind me as I run to Chris’s car. 

I swallow. I swallow hard.  

 

INSTINCT TO SURVIVE 

 

Mom says that when people were freed from the concentration camps and put on 

a ship to return to The Netherlands, many of them jumped overboard. They didn’t know 

what to do with their freedom after being imprisoned so long. 
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“Isn’t that stupid, Patti?” Mom asks, sitting at the kitchen table eating a plain 

hamburger patty. I shrug as I eat an entire bag of Doritos. I’m depressed. I hate my hair. I 

hate my weight. I think I’m fat. I think I’m ugly and stupid. 

“They were the children,” Dad tells me, eating a sambal badjack sandwich. “The 

children who didn’t have any parents. Their parents had died in the war. They had no 

where to go.” 

“Those dirty Japs, they killed those poor children’s parents, Patti. those stupid 

shitty Boulder peace-niks in the newspaper with their stupid candlelight vigil. They don’t 

know anything. i’m glad we bombed the Japs. DIRTY JAPS!” She starts shaking, 

spitting. Her false teeth are showing. 

“My brother, Charlie, was stationed in the Pacific, Patti. He would’ve died. 

Thousands of men would’ve died if we didn’t drop the atomic bomb on the dirty Japs. 

The Japs were killing themselves as kamikazes. W saved Japanese lives, too! And your 

father, he’s a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp. Surely he would not have 

survived if we didn’t drop the bomb. I wouldn’t have had any children. Dirty Japs. I will 

never drive a Japanese car. DOG SHIT!” 

But Dad bought a Mitsubishi color television. Mitsubishi, the company who fired 

Opa Straub to work in its tin mine outside of Tokyo where he died of starvation. 

“Why would you buy a Mitsubishi?” I ask. 

“Because it’s the best,” he replies. “And because I don’t hate the Japanese. I 

forgive them. It’s useless to harbor hate. It will drive you insane. Like my friend Paul. 

Did I ever tell you about Paul? The Japanese put him in a hot box for weeks. He never 

forgave them for that. his anger eats him up. he’ll die of a heart attack or something one 
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day.” 

I watch Mom, spitting out hard, overcooked pieces of meat then launching them 

at the garbage can. She misses, and they roll to the floor next to Bobbie’s water bowl. I 

feel sick. 

“What was it that kept you going in the camp? What make you want to survive 

and not just give up?” I ask. 

“It’s just instinct. The instinct to survive. Like when the Japanese turned off the 

water, and there was just a drip, drip, drip coming out of that faucet. Everybody was 

going nuts. But I knew what to do. I knew where there was water. I crawled on my hands 

and knees in the dark, in the middle of the night to the nuns’ quarters. I drank right out of 

their toilet. I didn’t care what was in it. I just drank.” 

We sit in silence for a while. 

“But the real trick to survival,” he tells me, “is to forgive. If you can forgive, you 

are truly free. The past is all forgiven.” 

“Shit, I can’t forgive. Dirty Japs. And I bet you don’t forgive me Albert, for 

asking you to marry me, huh? Living here in this dog dump with stupid Annie Tichacek.” 

Mom looks sad, dejected, starting into her plate of grease and dead flesh. 

Dad scoots his chair back. Walks over to Mom. Wraps his arms around her round 

seated body. He gives her a big hug and has a big long smile on his face. 

“I love you, Annie. You’re the most beautiful woman in the world,” he says. I 

can’t believe it, but there’s something so sweet, so normal, so utterly simple and small 

that unfolds like a flower in the garden after years of neglect. It’s my mother. My dear, 

poor other. who drives me insane. 
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OUTSIDE 

 

 

I like to be outside. In the backyard. Where there’s no heavy smell of depression 

or headache or clutter. I like to be outside, where it’s raw, wild and spacious, even if 

there is a pile of junk hugging the house. The plastic milk jugs Mom throws out the back 

door, the heavy cotton tarps from Grandpa T.’s basement, rotting from the snow and rain.  

Old wood, old metal, old wringer washers. It is four feet high, that junk pile. Dad says he 

likes it when it snows because it covers everything up. True. 

I like to be outside with the trees and the grass and the bushes Dad planted. Years 

ago. At least in the backyard. Up front the weedy Chinese elms are growing rampant. I 

hate being up front for terror of being seen by neighbors, exposed, a target for Brad. But 

in the backyard I feel free to move about, and some things actually grow intentionally.  

Dad plants because we are Dutch farmers. It’s in our blood. His grandmother, De Boer, 

which in Dutch means the farmer. 

Dressed in cut-off shorts and a red-and-white-stripped tube top, I volunteer to 

rake the leaves. Even though the lawn has never been raked and it’s quite a chore, 

especially using Granpa T’s old fan rake. It’s raaaake, raaaaake, raaaake. Slow, slow, 

slow, arm muscles pulling, back straining. But when I put on my Walkman and blast 

Duran Duran, smoke a little of the pot I got from a cheerleader friend, it becomes 

rakerakerakerakerake. Faster, faster. Not a chore, not a problem. When I rake I’m 

scratching away the layers of dirt. I’m finding the floor, the earth’s floor. Breaking up 

fresh ground, bringing oxygen to the roots. Standing on the earth with my feet firmly 
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planted. I bag up the leaves,and throw it in the hole in the backyard Dad and I dug to 

make compost. I like that. Life coming from dead stuff. And I don’t have to think. I just 

move with nature, and it nourishes me in action. 

I volunteer to mow the lawn. Even though it hasn’t been mowed in weeks and the 

tops of grass are now like feathers tickling my knees. Tall thistles with purple globe 

heads dot the yard, lined up like soldiers awaiting battle. Thistles that dry up and lay in 

the grass like grey, twisted paper so that when we kids walk barefoot through the grass 

they stab our feet. It’s painful, like the shriek of Mom behind you. So we don’t run 

through the yard and play. Instead it’s a hesitant forage through a field of land mines. 

I phase the mower and take an extra toke off my joint. Nobody can see me. 

Nobody know I’m back there. Outside. I think about how much great exercise I’m getting 

pushing the lawnmower and how many calories it’s burning. And it keeps me outside. 

With the sun and the open space of our third acre. It’s our own little lot, bordered by three 

sides of disgusted neighbors’ thick trees or privacy fences. One fence went up after Mom 

called the cops on old neighbor Ray. Ray was a retired farmer and Dad used to exchange 

growing tips and zucchini and corn with him, but Mom one day insisted that his tool shed 

was too close to our property. Mom said it was an eyesore. Ray stopped talking to Dad. 

moved away the next year. 

The neighbors who moved into Leslie’s house put a privacy fence up because 

they were tired of Bobbie squeezing through the wire fence we had and chasing their pet 

mallards. Or maybe they did it because the weed seeds keep blowing into their dewy 

green lawn. 

 The old lawnmower, it chokes on the heavy wet grass. Stalls. I pull the thick 
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mess that looks like wheat grass juice out of the blade. Pull the starter again.  But it 

chokes again and again from the grass. Or it chokes because the thick grass hid Bobbie’s 

tennis ball, or a coat hanger or a brick -- extra red bricks that were used to build the 

fireplace in the living room when it was converted from the garage. Bricks that Mom 

threw into the back yard and let the weeds and grass grow around them. I discover them 

in the jungles of the grass, as the mower chokes on them  

As I mow I pretend that I am in the jungles of Java, in the palace that Dad lived in 

as a little boy. He told me the story. Where his father worked on a sugar plantation. It was 

the summer palace of a Java sultan. Abandoned because it was presumed haunted. Bats, 

chirping lizards, scorpions and snakes were his family’s co-tenants in its vast 55-room 

lair. Dad would venture through the jungles to the sugar cane fields, suck the sweet juice 

of the raw canes. But Oma gave him a swift spanking because there lurked boa 

constrictors that swallow little boys with such ease. 

I mow over the tall grass and weeds, tilting the mower back so that it’s like a large 

jaw opening to swallow up all plant life. And it leaves behind a crew cut, a bad one at 

that, but cut, changed, an impression, a difference. One that lasts and is noticeable, 

complete and satisfying.  I continue to mow, mow with the gas smell, the engine oil on 

my fingertips. The lawnmower glides and mows down into the curves that once were 

blueberry and raspberry bushes that Dad and I planted. We tucked them into the earth, 

patted it around their necks. But they died. I don’t know why, but they died. 

I mow over the spot that I remember a pear tree once was. It gave six luscious 

pears. Then it died. There was a strong apple tree for years in the corner by the shed. It 

never gave apples because every year a late Colorado frost killed the blossoms. That 
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apple tree died, too. I can still see where it used to be. The spot, a low indentation. Like a 

ghost. Even so Dad and I would go back out there. To the backyard. Outside. Year after 

year. To try again. Because because the trees and plans make me happy Give me hope. 

The will to continue. Try again. We planted another apple tree and more bushes, 

blackberry, more blueberries. They like acid soil, he said. The bushes died. But the apple 

tree lived. It’s huge, now reddish-brown twisted branches, ravaged by past blights. It 

survived. Dumping red delicious apples, although worm-holed and small, onto the grass. 

Jeanie and I collected them. On days after school. Like some storybook chapter, 

filling a bucket to the brim with apples, apples. Fruit from the womb of the mother tree. 

Most had worm holes, but some were red and beautiful, perfect. Mom donated a lot to 

charity, but also baked apple pies. Her version of apple pie at least. Cutting off all the 

wormy parts of apples, softening them with butter in a microwave, then dressing them 

with brown sugar and putting them in a pre-baked pie crust before entering the oven to 

bake. 

But I liked the apples best by pulling one right off the tree, as if I were plucking 

off the bananas and papayas and coconuts from the trees around the sultan’s verandah 

when Dad was a hungry little boy. Instead of eating around the wormy parts I would get 

lucky sometimes and find an apple without any worm holes. Unblemished, sweet and 

small and so unlike anything from the supermarket. I’d sit under the tree to dine among 

the robins and the crickets, the grasshoppers and the ants. 

I mow over the farthest reaches of the backyard. Backing up to the wood of 

privacy fences is our fence, lined with yellowing newspapers blown by the wind. I mow 

over the long stretch of earth that was Dad’s garden. Years ago when he grew tomatoes 



	   163	  

and carrots, zucchini and peas, corn and green beans. Nancy and I sat on the back porch, 

shelling the peas, snapping the green beans, trying to tan our Dutch white skin, while Dad 

and Mom canned the carrots and tomatoes in the kitchen. Because it’s cheaper, and that’s 

what Mom’s mother did and her grandmother did.  

Dad grew strawberries. A huge patch of strawberries, and it was my job to take 

this metal tool that had a v point and cut down all the tall thistles with purples heads that 

were crowding out the strawberry plants. The strawberries’ sweet smell enticed me to pop 

some into my mouth, unwashed. I didn’t care. So sweet, so delicious. So out of this 

world. So out of our house. And I picked buckets full. Buckets full, red juicy 

strawberries. They came, flowering, out of the earth, like visiting angels. Living 

testaments swearing to me that there is something more. Something more to this world, 

something more to my home and family. Never give up. There is life, and it grows and 

keeps growing. There is love. There is hope. 

But Dad stopped tending his garden at one point. Mom complained too much 

about the water he was using, even though he engineered a way to use the sump pump 

water on the garden. Too expensive. Too much work, she said. Or she was sick and tired 

of canning. So Dad gave up. And I mow. I mow over the remnants of his garden. Over 

them like a grave.   

When I’m all done mowing I leave the mower in the middle of the yard and walk 

away I calculate how many calories I must’ve burned out there. Then I weight myself. 

120. Rats. I am so fat. at 5’8. I hate my thighs. I get a forked spade from the shed and I 

feel a bit brave. I go to the front yard. Wonder if anybody is looking.  

I start digging, turning over earth that’s close to the house so that Brad the 
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neighbor boy can’t see me. I feel as if every eye is on me when I am outside in the front. 

All glaring at me, laughing at me, whispering in each other’s ears. But I dig, I dig and 

sweat and break up the clay soil. I open a packet of four ‘o’ clock’s that came free in the 

mail. I plant them, seeds like peas. One after another in little rows. My hands relish the 

soft dirt. It nourishes me as I cover them up like tucking them in for the night. I water 

them deeply. And I chant, grow, grow, grow. Grow, grow, grow.  

Dad comes home in the Chevy truck with a tree from K-Mart in back. It’s about 

Dad’s height and only has one leaf on it.  The end of the season sale. Only 25 cents.  

“Can you believe it? 25 cents. Why not? Everything deserves a chance,” he says. 

So we dig a hole, for the first time in many years. We dug a hole and lowered the 

tree’s root ball into the ground. Our hands patted the dirt, watered it with the hose. We 

watch. We wait. We pour all our hopes, all our dreams into that little tree. We can see it 

from the kitchen window lined with Mom’s teapot collection draped in a gray lace collar 

of cobwebs. Every day we whisper with our hearts to that little tree. We whisper grow, 

grow, grow. GARY 

 

GARY 

 

I have a boyfriend named Gary. Gary, who is older than I am but is one year 

behind me. He’s the class president. He gets straight A’s. He’s tall, black-haired; a thick 

putty nose.  He could play Rhett Butler. He could. He’s squeaky clean, doesn’t drink or 

smoke pot. Do I don’t any more either. He plays Judd and I am Gertie in the new school 

play Oklahoma  that Mrs. Beaver is directing. We act crazy and goofy with strange 
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voices and drive around in his long, yellow car that I dubbed the banana boat. I even and 

gave him a stuffed monkey to hang from his rearview mirror.  

Gary lives on a farm, farther out in the sticks than Shannon Estates, where every 

early morning he has chores. Milk the cows and feed the goats. His dad drives to Denver  

every day. He’s a physicist and smokes a pipe and has strong eyes that look over his clan 

with sweet satisfaction.  

Gary has six brother’s and sisters and he has a twin brother, Greg, who doesn’t 

look anything like him. Gary has black hair and Greg’s is blond. They are like yin and 

yang. But his younger twin sisters, Laura and Karel, are spitting blond images of angels 

with wings. And his mother, his mother. Her name is Jeannie, so sweet, so warm, like the 

waters of the Mississippi, flowing over your body, winding its way toward the Gulf. Sure 

and steady. Sweet and clean. Her house smells like apple pie, and she has this soft 

southern twang to her voice and I could sit with her and talk about love and marriage 

when we wrapped Christmas presents together. Even though the corners of my wrapping 

paper were bunched up and bent and not too pretty or smooth, she just smiled and smiled 

and said nothing. 

 

It’s our first date. I’m waiting inside the house for Gary. Peering out from the 

heavy orange curtains to watch for him drive up. Hoping he’ll arrive before Mom finishes 

voodoo stitching her blue-jean skirt on the old Brother sewing machine. Dad plays an 

opera, La Boheme. The scene with Mimi singing Mi Chiamamo Mimi. 

There he is. Gary driving his banana boat, docking it at our door.  I bolt out the 

door as soon as I see him. Whack, goes the screen door. 



	   166	  

“Hi, Patti. How’s it going?” Gary smiles at me, walking toward the door, daisies 

in hand. 

“Get back in the car,” I say. “Drive, just drive,” as I watch my mother waving 

from the white screen door in her housecoat. Gary looks confused, but a little bit amused 

as we drive off. I smell the daisies. 

On out next date, Gary comes to the house early, just to meet my parents. I’m not 

even ready yet. I am so embarrassed, the dark living room, the light hidden by the heavy 

orange curtains. Dad is sitting in the rocking chair, watching Battlestar Gallactica, 

listening to his police scanner, waiting for the call, waiting to rescue somebody.   

“Oh, you are such a sweet boy,” Mom says. “And so handsome too. Tall, dark and 

handsome. Come in and sit down. Patti is always running out the door before we get to 

meet her boyfriends. What’s your name, young man?” Mom asks. I am so embarrassed. 

How could she call him my boyfriend? 

“His name is Gary,” I say and I shove off some carpet samples and newspapers 

off the sofa so that he can sit down. 

“Here, let me get you something to drink,” Mom says. I gasp. What could she 

possibly offer him to drink? 

 

“It’s great to meet you,” Gary laughs as Mom shoves a glass of lemon-lime soda 

in his hand. The lemon-lime soda that sits on the floor in the corner of the kitchen and has 

lost all its bubbles. 

 

We go to the Red Robin restaurant in Boulder and I eat a veggie burger and drink 
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a chocolate coconut cow. I stuff myself and I feel guilty. But I can’t go to the bathroom 

and throw up. Not now. 

“Your family is great,” he says. I roll my eyes and shudder. “Really, your Mom is 

so funny. And your house and everything. It’s so different and exciting than mine.” 

“Wanna trade?” I ask. “I’ll take a perfect, happy household any day.” I want to 

tell Gary that he’s got the wrong idea. But I don’t. I don’t tell him that at my house that a 

lot of the time I sit in the middle of my room and cry and cry. My heart mourns like a 

child abandoned to starve in the woods, and all I can do is cry and cry and cry. Over and 

over again. Day after day, week after week. And nobody comes to find out why. And the 

only thing that pulls me out of my despair is the passing of time. Tick, tick, tick. The 

hope to grow up and get out, and more so, perhaps because I pray on the crystal rosary at 

night, perhaps because there is the feeling that there is some good to all this, some good 

in Mom and Dad. There has to be. I feel it. The goodness in life. The love I do feel for 

my parents. Mommy. Daddy. It’s just hard to find sometimes. I feel so guilty for hating 

them. So guilty for being alive. Guilty, guilty, guilty. 

 I wish I could tell Gary that most of the time acting is the only way I can get 

through. It’s like a long dose of morphine. Pleasant, helpful. Like when I did the air 

guitar in front of the whole school. I performed so outrageous and wild that there was no 

way people wouldn’t like it and laugh at me. They would love me.  

We talk about acting, plays, how he’s love to direct Annie one day. 

“You’d be wonderful at it,” I beam. “And you now, I’ve decided that as soon as I 

graduate I”m going to go to New York City and be an actress. I want to be just like Greta 

Garbo.” 
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“Well, my lovely, I think that if anybody can make it in New York or Hollywood, 

it’s you. You’re so funny, and a great actress. You really are,” he says. I gush at him. 

Gush, gush, gush, gush, GUSH.  Then we talk about changing my name from Patti Straub 

to something more exciting, maybe go by my middle name Sydney. Yes, Sydney, then 

get another name. Like a Dutch relative’s name De Jaeger. How about Sydney De Jaeger 

or how about a movie star name, like Cary Grant. Yes, I could be Sydney Cary or Sydney 

Grant.  

After dinner, Gary pays, we go to the school dance. Dancing, dancing. How Gary 

and I dance at the school dances, the freedom I feel. Crazy, wild, dancing. Just like in the 

movie Flashdance that’s all the rage right now. Gary and I, leaping around a cafeteria 

decorated as a dance floor,  acting out the lyrics of music when everybody else barely 

move their feet. Barely slosh this way and that in some terrified, hesitant motion of 

teenage neurosis. But Gary and I, we wiggle, we leap. We dance to Missing Persons and 

the Thompson Twins and Foreigner. Urgent, urgent, emergency! We act out a rescue 

scene on the dance floor, dancing and stumbling, hands reaching to our necks, choking, 

struggling, dead. 

Our hearts beat, our shoulders collide and we body slam. Sweat pours down our 

faces and laughter spills out of us at the same moment. For me while I’m dancing the 

whole world is a vibrating disco ball, shining everywhere, glittering, brilliant. Everything 

is OK. Everything just beautify lit up by each tiny silver mirror of a global galaxy.  

The last song comes. We beg for more. Happy and limber-bodied, we leave the 

gym and head for the banana boat. Senior football jocks stop us. Everything comes to a 

halt.  
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“What the fuck do you think you were doing out there on that dance floor, eh 

dude?” One of them says, chew packed in his lip, a puffed chest with a C branded across 

his blue-coated heart. It’s cold. It’s dark. I tug Gary’s hand. Let’s go. 

“You dance like a fucking fag. Like a fruitcake. I bet that’s what you are.” 

I can’t believes they say this. 

“We’re just dancing. Just having a good time,” Gary says. Good, Gary, good, I 

think. Tell those jerks. They don’t understand dramatic talent. They’re actually jealous. 

I’m sure of it.  But I feel terrible that I cannot say anything. I feel so bad, deep down, like 

a rock crashing down on some unsuspecting car driving through the canyon. I’m 

paralyzed with terror, with grief. And it hurts all the more because I love him.  

I love him even though we don’t really kiss well or touch much. I love to be with 

him.  I love that we act crazy and free and weird like nobody could ever be weird, weird, 

weird, crazy, nutty, bizarre, psycho. I love him so much that sometimes I don’t want to be 

an actress or go to New York City. Instead I dream of being Mrs. Hendee. Patti Hendee. 

Patricia Hendee, Sydney Hendee, Patricia Sydney Straub Hendee. I dream of having little 

Gary/Patti children running around on green, green grass and I dream of clean pots and 

pans and garlic presses and everybody sitting by the fire eating krupuk and opening 

birthday presents ad nauseum. Yes, that’s what I’d rather be. His wife. Married with a 

normal home, a happy normal life. That’s what I want deep, deep down inside.  That’s 

why I cook for him, fudge and cream puffs and donuts, brownies and peanut butter 

cookies. Yes, he will marry a good cook, just like the Tichaceks.  

Really, I feel that this dream is more real and possible than my fantasies of acting 

and stardom, where I don’t have anything to grasp at all. Just pictures and books. It’s like 
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somebody pointing to the black sky with the white stars and saying, “See that archer? See 

that bear?” and all I can say is, “Where? Where? Because all I see are white starts that 

look like paint platters of chaos and blur. But I believe an archer is there. The archer is 

really up there in the sky, but it’s just that I cant see it. I’m missing something. But I will 

keep looking anyways. And deep down it makes me feel like truly, certainly, I will fail. 

Because there’s really nothing to grasp at. There’s nothing real. There’s only that which 

spins and spins fantasies ideas andy apply dreams in my head. My mind is a kite in the 

sky, letting the wind pull it father and farther away from earth away from my body. But it 

keeps me alive. And I will never let it go. Never. Never. 

“Hey, just leave me alone,” Gary says, his thick brows are cross. His temple 

muscles are twitching. I shiver in the still, dry cold. I drape my other arm through his. 

Good, good, Gary. Sock ‘em, Sock ‘em. pound their faces into bloody pumpkins the way 

that I’d like to pound them. I’d like to beat down to the ground half the people that I have 

known in my life. But Gary doesn't have to. The guys leave him alone. Gary and I walk 

on, my hand in his. I’m proud of Gary. Even though the guys call after him. 

“Faggot.” 

We get into the banana boat. Gary is quiet. Like he’s thinking. Like he’s not sure 

of something. We hear the rubber wheels of Trans Am jock cars peel out of the parking 

lot. Gary, slowly, responsibly, drive me home. Like a protective umbrella against the 

house’s bright searchlight by the door he walks me to the door. He kisses me, long and 

deep, but still not that good, more like a little boy licking a lollipop. Then he hugs me, 

hugs me like I was his favorite stuffed animal found under the bed after years and years 

of loss. 
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“See you at school Monday,” he says. 

“Thanks, Gary.” I go inside and hold the screen door so it doesn’t whack as I 

watch him get into his hello moon of a car and drive off into the night.  

 
THE ONLY PERSON I KNOW FOR REAL IS ALICE 

 

 

I don’t get it. Why doesn’t Major Nelson just let Jeanie blink up millions of 

dollars or grant his wildest wish on the I Dream of Jeannie? What kind of bad karma 

does Jeanie carry around that she had to get such a dud of a master? Major Healey and 

me and the whole world, all the billions of starving children around the world, would not 

hesitate for a millisecond for any wish to be granted. For all our wishes to come true. 

Here, now, in this living room. In my black New Wave clothing, With my face, heavy 

with make up, ready for a close-up. To be blinked out of here and be anywhere else, in 

any other life. Any life that I can dream up in my head.  

I  always watch I Dream of Jeannie episodes after school when I can’t go to 

Jenny’s house or Gary is working at the greenhouse. Afternoons at 3:30. I watch and take 

notes. When there’s nobody around to fill my loneliness. I watch while eating a peanut 

butter and butter sandwich, or a bag of Oreo cookies, or a big batch of chocolate chip 

cookie dough I whipped up last night. I cooked fudge, éclairs, sopapillas, while Mom 

was mumbling, “What are we going to do about Nancy? What are we going to do about 

Jeanie?” I hear her say over and over and over again. Because now Jeanie is using razor 

blades. Cutting bloody bands across shed legs like a Raggedy Ann doll.  I eat and I eat 

and I eat my food until my stomach is packed like a black hole while Mom is mumbling, 
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“Shit house dog shit. I’m running away with Liberace.” While Dad is reading his 

Prophecies of Things to Come and advising me me that when I graduate and get credit I 

can ring up the cards as much as I want, because by the time it’s time to pay them back, 

the world will have come to an end and the banks will be a mess. 

I eat and I listen. I watch.  

With each viewing of I Dream of Jeannie my loathing of Major Nelson increases. 

I really want Jeanie to revolt and I want to live in my own dream apartment like her cute 

little Jeanie bottle with all the little pink pillows with tassels flung around. I want her to 

blink away Major Nelson as my master, that male tyrant. Then I’d start blinking for 

world peace. I’d blink for all the puppies and kittens that get gassed at the humane 

society to have homes, I’d blink up a dream wedding for Gary and I,  I’d blink for Dad 

not to be sick and to divorce Mom. For World War II never to have happened. For Opa 

Straub to never have died. For my mother to be well. For her to dress nicely, speak 

nicely, comb her hair once in a while, take a bath. For her to get published. Big time. 

Send her on a trip around the world. Fix her teeth. Patch up her bowels and stop her 

diarrhea that happens in the middle of the night, waking me. Waking me in the dark, 

alone, no Nancy, no Albert, no Jeanie, alone, my heart, my body, shallow breath, treading 

the darkness like water. 

 I don’t know anybody like Major Nelson. What a fool. He’s just been planted by 

fat balding middle-aged scriptwriters to keep the malcontent churning in the world, 

churning in our living rooms. I walk around Boulder, walk around and around the one 

mile that is Shannon Estates isolated out in the middle of a cornfield where there are no 

buses to take us anywhere, where there are no cousins or aunts or uncles or friends or 
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anybody over for dinner, ever, nobody to take us anywhere.  I haven’t seen anybody like 

Major Nelson in the real world. Nobody.  Nobody. 

Other days if I can’t go to Jenny’s house my hot tennis-shoed feet rush up 

Kilkenny Street, race through the white screen door, whack, and turn on the TV real 

quick. I usually miss the first 15 minutes of The Brady Bunch. Rats. But I watch their 

dream house and I wish my house had a den, a den! And I wonder just what the hell 

Carol Brady does all day that she has to have the help of Alice, the maid. I want 

somebody to vacuum and dust our house, prepare lunches in brown paper bags that are 

folded over perfectly and we kids can all grab them dashing out the door for school. I see 

The Brady Bunch and the whole world and I don’t understand why my family doesn’t sit 

down to have family talks and have famous people like Davy Jones over to kiss my 

cheek. We don’t have family talks, we don’t eat dinner together, nobody ever comes 

over. My family is not The Brady Bunch. I wish it were. I wish I had their problems. I 

can’t understand why my life is not like theirs. I can’t understand it. Why I’m not like 

them. 

So they don’t exist, I’ve decided. Not even the actors. All they are are just 

flickering images on TV invented by Filo T. Farnsworth. They are maya, illusion, as 

Nancy said about yoga. Tricking me into thinking that they are reality. Trapping us in the 

world, causing suffering. It’s like the Mork and Mindy set here in Boulder. The TV show 

has this cool Victorian house that Mork and Mindy live in. But when you go drive by the 

real thing downtown the owners have had to put up a big block fence around it to keep 

the people from trampling all over their lawn and ringing the doorbell, “Does Mork live 

here?” 
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The only person I know that is real is Alice. The Brady Bunch maid. She shows 

up sometimes at St. Ambrose Episcopal Church that Mom makes me attend or that I only 

show up for if I need to sign up sponsors for some school charity I was involved in, or to 

wolf down free buttermilk pancakes at the annual pancake breakfast. Mom said Ann B. 

Davis -- that’s Alice’s real name because I’ve seen it in the credits over and over and 

over (she’s last, always last ) lives with the Episcopal Bishop somewhere. I can’t figure 

that out. Alice living with the Episcopal Bishop. I wonder, does she cook for him? She 

shows up at the church and she looks just like Alice, she looks like a grey grocery bag, 

one size, and the same hair as if she took her beauty tips from Marie Antoinette. She’s 

real serious and she’s not perky Alice when she mills around with the congregation. She 

hangs out with Father Jones, our priest who has a big pimple or mole or something puffy 

hanging over the rim of his right eyelashes that I think will either pop or drop off onto 

you when he laughs politely at my mother’s comments. 

 

Alice is the only one I’ve ever seen for real. The maid. And I’m eating and I’m 

eating, and I’m throwing up and I’m throwing up and I’m trying to find somebody else 

on TV. Somebody else. I can’t relate to Mrs. Marsh the babysitter who make the kids 

brush with Colgate and dips a piece of chalk into colored water. We don’t ever have a 

babysitter because Mom and Dad rarely go out, and we don’t always brush our teeth at 

night.  

I can’t relate to the woman who uses Whisk either because she’s so upset about 

the dirty rings around her husband’s collars, because there are always black rings around 

Dad’s collars and nobody says anything about it. We are just happy if the clothes come 
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out of the wash whole and not cut up or pink or bleached so bad that the fiber 

disintegrates. We are just happy that the bottom of the iron is goo-free at times and won’t 

burn black spots into your shirt and have to wash it all over again.  

 

For a long time I think that Carol Burnett’s character Eunice gets pretty close for 

me to identify with, with her problems with her Momma. I take notes from her. I know 

her anxiety, her insanity. I understand. Eunice says, “When encountered with a foe, love 

her, bless her, then let her go.”  

I think for a while that Carol Burnett’s character Eunice is pretty close with her 

problems with her Momma. And I try, I really try, to bless Mom and let her go.  And I 

bang my head against the wall of the bathroom while I’m waiting for the first flush to go 

down after vomiting up the peanut butter that is hard to do because it’s so chunky. But I 

emerge from the bathroom again. Again, and again. And I’m looking. I’m watching. I’m 

looking for somebody like me on TV. 

The person that I find to be close to my character is Greta Garbo. Garbo. Garbo. 

Anna Christie. Black and white, 1930. Garbo and her slouch and melodramatic woe, a 

street walker tortured, arms crossing her heart, holding herself in her arms, tortured by 

men, tortured by life. Garbo, brooding, moody, big-boned and beautiful. Beautiful. 

Eyebrows arched mountains, creamy pancake perfect face, long thick lashes like a 

horse’s, and pouty lips, her Swedish accent. A mystery. An enigma. A sphinx. A perfect 

fit. Understand me. Don’t understand me. Understand me. Don’t understand me.  

I’m taking acting lessons from her. I’m going to find her. I’m going to find Greta 

Garbo. Find her as a real person. Flesh and blood. She’s still alive now in 1983. As soon 
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as I escape this house, as soon as I graduate high school. I’m going to get a job at 

McDonald’s to make my dream come true. I will save my money and I’ll go to New York 

City. I’ll be an actress, and there, there I will find her. Find the real Greta Garbo.  

 

FAST FOOD 
��� 

I got my driver’s license as soon as I turned 16, day after Christmas. Boxing Day. 

Now I drive the VW Bug that Dad bought. The VW bug, yellow, with a crushed hood 

that is rusting. Mom took leftover popcorn-yellow paint and painted over the rust. 

There’s no heat, so I freeze driving 10 miles to my new job in Boulder, and when I’m at a 

stoplight I have a moment to scrape off the ice building up on the windshield inside.  

I got a job as a cashier at the 28th Street McDonald’s. $3.35 an hour. I can buy new 

clothes, right off the racks and not have to swipe them or sew them myself. I can 

eliminate bad karma. Dad’s books and Nancy’s letters remind me of karma over and over 

and over again. I’m going to work and work and work save and save and save and I’m 

going to go to New York and become an actress. Find Greta Garbo. I’m going to get out. 

Gary, sweet Gary. He comes almost every shift I work, all the way from the 

country, East Boulder County, past Lafayette, almost to Niwot, just to drive thru the 

banana boat, just to drive through and buy a shake, just to see me. To make my heart 

melt.  

When I think about Gary, my acting ambitions actually fade. I just want to be 

married to him. But my dream about children and a house and pots and pans and pasta 

makers with Gary, I am rudely awakened. 
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“If you’ve got time to lean, you’ve got time to clean,” the manager says, handing 

me a rag. “It’s a towel, not a rag,” she says. Her name’s Maria, and she’s engaged to 

George the grill boy who is a Buddhist and studying French at CU.“It’s your metabolism 

you’re satisfying. And your metabolism craves another big Mac.” He nodded at me 

matter-of-factly. His huge bushy black eyebrows and black eyes serenely present. 

I wipe the stainless steel counter in my dorky uniform, brown, dark brown like an 

old suitcase. And the heavy polyester pulls all the smell of grease and French fries and 

coffee out of the air and conveniently stashes it next to my skin. I change my name tag 

from Patti to Garbo. Maria says change it. But I don’t. I won’t.  

 My shift is 4 to close weekdays and always 11 to 7 on the weekends. And when 

rush hour begins and the frenzy is so much, that during my ten-minute break I am 

compelled to give in to the free quarter-pounder hamburger during my 10-minute break. I 

break my vegetarian vow, beg Krsna for forgiveness and mercy, and scarf it down with a 

swig of shamrock shake.  But there’s no time to throw up because while I eat I am 

required to watch videos on friendliness and cleanliness. And then it’s back to the front. 

Back to the frenzy. Fry machines beeping, old people hacking, murmuring, children 

crying. And you’re off. Rush hour. Serving up those big macs and hamburgers, serve all 

10 billion of them, how many cows would that be?  Serve up those fries and shakes and 

apple pies, assemble the whole order in less than a minute. Maria is watching. The clock 

is ticking. “And don’t forget to suggestive sell,” Maria reminds me. 

“May I take your order?”  I mumble. 

“Yea, gimme a Quarter pounder with with cheese, large fries and a large coke. To 

go. Oh and throw in a hot fudge sundae,” says the man at the counter with a double chin 



	   178	  

and a gut so big he could be giving birth to twins at any minute and I can’t figure out how 

on earth someone is able to shop for pants and who would ever have sex with him? 

“Would you like sundae on your nuts?”  He looks at me. I blush. “Ah, uh, um, Do 

you want nuts on your sundae?”  

“Yeah, sure.” 

I run to get the soda first. The waxy lip bends when I scoop it full of ice, lots of 

ice. Then grab the quarter pounder that is individually wrapped in paper or Styrofoam, 

individually wrapped for approximately 15 seconds from the time it takes to leave the 

counter and get into the mouth seated at the plastic table and chairs. The fries come last.  

“Gotta keep them hot and fresh,” Maria says. There’s a convention of moaning 

employees at the fry vat. Somebody, “A team member,” Maria reminds them, a team 

member didn’t think ahead and get out another frozen bag of dextrose-covered French 

fries from potato farms in Idaho where they use so much insecticide that the earth they 

grow in is gray. So there are no hot frieda ready and people are waiting, tapping their 

fingers on the counter, chests ready to explode from the inability to stand still and be with 

themselves for more than 60 seconds. The clock is ticking. Maria is watching. Finally the 

buzzer goes off and we all fight each other to load up first. French fries fly into red boxes. 

Another buzzer goes off. Another basket of fries lifted from the hot oil, and just when I 

get my turn and am stuffing my large red fry box, Diane, this rich bitch from Platt Jr. 

High that I remember but who doesn’t remember me, accidentally, accidentally sears my 

furry right arm with the fry basket.  

“OUCH! SHIT that hurt!” 

“Girls, what’s going on?” Maria asks. “There are customers waiting.” 
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Everything’s assembled. Money, money, ketchup, ketchup, change, change.  

“Thank you, come again. May I take your order?” A grandmother with Ronald 

McDonald red bubble-permed hair and huge glasses with three children, all looking 

ravaged, bewildered, ready to start licking the floor. 

“Yes, I’d like three Happy Meals, all with root beer.  And I’ll have just a 

cheeseburger. No, how about, um, yes, OK. Yes, just the cheeseburger. And a small fry. 

And just water for me to drink, please.” 

“Would you like an apple or cherry pie with that?” 

“No, thank you, but I would like extra ketchup.” 

I’m off, run to get the Happy Meal. This week the Happy Meal container is in the 

shape of a boat. It’s two pieces of plastic that during the slow time we conveniently 

stacked the boat bottoms together and the boat tops together, then stacked them on top of 

the apple pie vat, ready for rush house. Like now. 

 Hurry. Hurry.  I am trying to pry a Happy Meal boat bottom apart from the 

others. It’s stuck. Hurry, hurry, pull pull. It pulls away, if pops up with several others. It’s 

stuck. Hurry, hurry, pull, pull. It pulls away. It pops up with several other plastic boat 

bottoms and they all land in the bubbling oil vat below, replete with racks of cooking 

apple and cherry pies. Oh god, oh no. Maria. I look around, horrified. Did she see what 

just happened? Look at that long line of people! What am I going to do? I think. I watch. 

The boats have melted into a blue and pink goo all over the pies. It would take forever to 

clean. I’ve only got 35 seconds left to assemble the rest of the order. I look around. I look 

back into the pie fryer. It’s just bubbling oil. No color. The plastic boats are gone. Gone. 

I finish the order. Slower. But pondering.  
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“Thank you. Come again. May I help you? And the next order and the next order. 

I don’t suggestive sell any more pies. But it’s inevitable. 

“And throw in an apple pie with that.” The nice man on break from his accounting 

job says. I look up at him. I don’t say anything as I push the pie toward him. Next. Next. 

Next. It’s all a blur, a delirious and savage take on teenage willingness to earn money.  

“May I help you? May I help you? I’m sorry, I did tell the grill boy no pickles. 

Ok, I”ll get you another. It’ll be a minute. No, we’ll bring it out to you. I’m sorry, I’m so 

sorry. Yes I know it’s a pain. May I help you? We only have hot chocolate in the winter 

months. No onions? More sugar? Oh, how funny, you say that where you come from in 

Brazil you like to put coffee in your sugar. Oh, that is funny. Yes. Can I take your order? 

Yes, right now. Because the clock is ticking. Yes it’s tick, tick, ticking. Look right over 

there. And see that manager. Her name is Maria.” 

Then come in the smelly people who like to hog up the seats at the Boulder Public 

Library. They bring in their refillable for life McDonald cups. Just like Mom’s that rolls 

around on the floor of the old blue Dodge, wiped clean with a napkin when ready for its 

next use. 

“I’d like some chocolate sod-y water,” says the man that resembles big foot and 

smells sweet like the plastic covered pies. His voice is so slow it takes a full second for 

each word to come out. 

“No, I’m sorry sir, we don’t have chocolate sod-y water.” Tick, tick, tick. 

“Ain’t you got no chocolate sod-y water?” He asks over and over again, until 

finally Maria steps in, fills his coffee cup and tells Arnold to have a seat.  

Finally rush hour is over. I am handed a towel to go out and clean up the booths 
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full of ketchup and baby vomit and peel off the pickles smashed into the windows. 

Quality control is enforced and we throw out any food that’s been sitting there for more 

than 20 minutes. Out to the dumpsters, where all the other smelly people are lined up to 

dig for their dinner. But they are shooed away.  

“We could get sued,” Maria says. But if I’m on the night shift I secretly stuff them 

into my oversized purse, and then I bring them home to Mom and she dances a jig in the 

middle of the kitchen. 

“Hooray for Sparky! Look at all the food she brought home for us! I bet this at 

least $20 dollars worth of hamburgers!” and she microwaves them for days, eating only 

the hamburger for her diet, savings the buns only to be forgotten in the back of the 

refrigerator. 

 

 

Every two weeks, I cash my paycheck. Count my money. Put it under my bed. 

Dream of New York. Of acting school. Of finding Greta Garbo. After six months 

working at McDonald’s I find out that a friend got a five cent raise. Hey where’s my five 

cent raise! I can’t believe I didn’t get a five cent raise! I’ve had it! I eat my last bite of 

meat, chicken McNuggets with barbecue sauce, and promise Krsna and Buddha and 

Allah and Jesus I will never touch meat again. Fiddle dee dee. 

They are expanding the Crossroads Mall and there’s going to be a new food court. 

So I get a $3.45 an-hour job as a cashier at Schlotsky’s across from the Chinese Combo 

King that is always dishing out free fortune cookies and has a line a mile long in front of 

it every lunch hour.  People are always asking me what’s in the Schlotsky’s Original, 
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even though all I eat is the vegetarian cheese, but I can rattle off the Original ingredients 

rapid fire. 

 “Spiced ham, ham and salami, mozzarella parmesan and cheddar cheese, lettuce 

tomatoes, black olives and mustard.” People laugh, they are amazed, they buy two and I 

write down their names and when their order is ready I shout their name across the entire 

food court. My Tichacek voice, it is heard, it carries clear across the way at Chinese 

Combo King. Heads turn and stare, but then they go back to eating.  

It’s easier at Schlotsky’s. There’s usually no manager on duty in the evening 

hours, so it’s just teenagers hanging out in the back. Teenagers who don’t give receipts 

but just tally up the total in their head, give back change and then add up the money. I did 

it. $40 I could just take the money out, in front of anybody, my hands floating over the 

top. I’ve got to get to New York. I’ve got to have more money. Because I may end up 

homeless, starving. But I start feeling guilty. Dad gave me to read the two volumes of 

Madame Blavatsky’s the Secret Doctrine and I just get too scared about karma, like I’ll 

have to live my life all over again in Mom’s house, just when I was on the verge of 

getting out. So, now I just make sandwiches. But I do give out free sodas to Gary and my 

other theater friends who come by and see me. 

I get lots of people who come by and see me. One man, his name is Albert. He’s 

tall and about 70. He’s from France and a retired general. Everybody says he’s just a dirty 

old man, but I like to practice my French on him. He asks me for my phone number, but I 

ignore him and just keep on talking. 

“Je voudrais allez a Paris, mais je ne pas l’argent. 

When I am practicing my French with this girl Janet I work with, a guy who is 
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eating his Shlotsky original hanging out at the counter says, ‘No, you say, J’ai faim, not 

je suis faim. And his name is Michael and he spent years in France as an artist and he 

gives me this fun test and has me draw a picture, draw a picture of anything. And I draw 

a palm tree. And through the drawing he tells me about my personality, that because the 

palm tree has no roots, no grounding, that I’m a real dreamer.  

And then there’s the man Mark, a lot older than me, who I met swimming at the 

YMCA once. He said I had the face of a seeker. And that he was looking too. He dropped 

by Schlotsky’s to give me a book to read. The Autobiography of a Yogi. I recognize the 

author, Yogananda Paramhansa, from the books in Dad’s trunk. And there’s something 

so nice, so soft about his eyes. Like a kind father. Like a happy father. I read the book 

and it made me feel so good, so hopeful. 

And then there’s Jesse. Jesse works in the food court bussing tables. He spent six 

years in the Navy, but now lives out of his car that’s parked in the Crossroads parking lot. 

He looks like a sad Elvis Presley, and he spends a lot of time dancing at the Gold Rush in 

Denver. He’s saving his money, and he doesn’t want it to go to expensive Boulder rent. 

He gets me a job bussing tables too. $5 an hour. And I’m working two jobs, two jobs, 

finishing high school, saving money, money, money. I’m counting all my money. Over 

and over again. Soon I will buy my ticket to New York. Soon I will be an actress. Soon I 

will be face to face with Greta Garbo. Yes, sir-ree. Fiddle dee dee. 

 

 

ONE AFTERNOON AFTER SCHOOL 
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My hot Nike shoes carry me up Kilkenny Street. Up the road, beyond the curve, 

walking, walking after the bus dropped me off. Good-bye to Jenny. Goodbye to Wendi. 

Me and my heavy books. Up the street. To the white screen door. It opens. Whack. It 

shuts behind me.  

No one is home. It’s quiet and strange. The heavy orange curtains in the living 

room are drawn. There’s the stuffy smell of stale tease and sweat. I look around. Walk 

down the hallway to the bedrooms. Then I see Jeanie. Lying at the foot of Mom and 

Dad’s bed. She lies there, stiff as a board. She’s in a half-buttoned,  pink oxford shirt but 

she’s not wearing any pants, just white underwear. She’s shuddering. I look at her 

closely. There is some crusty white flakes in the corner of her mouth.  Her lips, dry, 

pouty. 

“What are you doing, Jeanie?” I say in a funny panic. “Get up.” I pull her up by 

her wrists, her body, heavy like a lead missile. I prop her up against the bed, her eyes 

clamped shut and she shudders like a lamb that is forbidden to bleat. 

“Wake up, Jeanie! Wake up!” I panic. I shout. My heart leaps to my throat. No 

this isn’t happening. No this isn’t true. No that’s not what she did. But Jeanie doesn’t 

move. I slap her face. Hard, harder. “Wake up, wake up!” And I know. I know, but I 

don’t. I don’t. I don’t want to know. 

I feel horse blinders clamp around my brain, forcing me not to see, not to think. 

Because I know that I will have to call. I will have to call and they will all come. They 

will all see. We will all be exposed. This isn’t happening. 

“Damn you, Jeanie. How dare you! Damn you, damn you, Jesus.” I curse the 

picture of the glow-in-the-dark Jesus, sitting on Dad’s night stand, doing nothing, 



	   185	  

helpless with outstretched palms. Doing nothing. Doing nothing. I see Mom’s dresser and 

collection of dolls without arms, wearing cut up wigs, the piles of nick knacks, scattered, 

broken, lost. I don’t know what to do, but I know what I’m supposed to do. I go to the 

pick up the phone. I make the call. 

“Dad, I can’t wake Jeanie up,” I say, my voice shaking like the wind. 

“What?” 

“She’s just lying here on the bedroom floor. I can’t wake her up.” 

“OK, just hold on. Stay with her,” he says. I hang up and sit paralyzed in the chair 

in the old living room, my body sinking into the earth. I feel the time ticking, ticking 

away. My mouth is dry and tastes like Ding-Dongs and Suzy-Qs that will never be 

digested. Tick, tick, tick. Time and moments licking at my hands trembling as I sit at the 

desk that is nothing but a huge piece of chipboard over two filing cabinets. Piled high 

with papers, papers, papers, loose staples, bent thumb tacks, coffee stains, bobbie pins 

without the plastic tips so they scratch your scalp and pull your hair. I can’t call anybody. 

I can’t let them in. I can’t let them in to see our lives, our selves drowning in Mom’s 

junk. I can’t expose my shame. There’s a ring. The phone. Again. Ring. Ring. 

“Is she conscious? Is there a note?” a woman asks. 

“No, no note.” 

“The paramedics are on their way.” The click is so loud in my ear. CLICK. 

CLICK.  

I peer from the heavy orange curtains in the living room, hanging like carpets, 

thick, musty. A crack in the curtains throws light on the dark interior like a flashlight 

searching a graveyard. I go to Jeanie’s room as if some ghost is leading me there, and 
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there is the note, laying on Jeanie’s bed. Scrawled handwriting, yellow notebook paper on 

the crazy patchwork quilt Mom pulled out of the neighbor’s trash can. My hands shake. I 

read the note.   

“I’m so unhappy. Don’t try to save me. I don’t want to live anymore. The world is 

too painful a place to live.” The note floats to the floor, a yellow feather. I hear a screech 

of tires and I limp to the white screen door. A woman bulging out of her blue police 

uniform is running across the weedy lawn. 

“Where is she?” she bursts through the door. Whack, the screen door shuts behind 

her. I lift my arm and point to the bedroom and the woman runs and she sees the house, 

she sees everything. My whole heart and shame piled up in every corner of the house, in 

every cobweb and diarrhea stain.  

“Jeanie. Jeanie. Stay with me,” I hear the woman say. I hear the beeps and fuzz of 

her walkie talkie. I hear the blares of sirens and more screeching tires and loud voices. I 

peer through the heavy curtains and I see a big fire truck and a red helicopter and the 

police, many of them, rushing, rushing to Mom and Dad’s bedroom, rushing into the 

house with guns at their hips.  

I tiptoe to Jeanie’s room. Hide behind the closet door. Hide in the dark. Hide my 

face, my breathe, only to peer with one eye out through the closet door’s crack. I see a 

man. He is taking pictures. Flash, flash. Pictures of the bathroom, the pail that mom is 

always soaking her diarrhea stained underwear in, flash, flash, the wet books on the floor, 

the sink and faucet crusted in lime like a rock crystal experiment. Flash, flash. Pictures of 

the kitchen. The black floor, the unwashed dishes, the decaying onions and potatoes in 

the corner. He takes pictures. Flash. He sees everything. Now he knows. Now they all 
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know.  

 

Mom takes groceries out of the old blue Dodge, and I help. A man drives up in a 

blue truck. He walks up to us, there on the driveway. Green plaid shirt, thick black 

mustache. Sticks out a card. Boulder County Social Services. 

“Mrs. Straub, can you tell me why your house is … is such a mess?” 

Mom sighs, her mouth hangs open and her teeth click. She slumps against the 

VW. 

“Oh, my husband is always sick. He’s a child survivor of a Japanese 

concentration camp, you know. He has terrible migraine headaches. I have to do all the 

housework myself. I can’t keep up. My children never help me with anything. I try to get 

them to help me clean up, but they won’t lift a finger.” She goes on and on. The man 

makes little scribbles in his notepad. I want to shout to him and say, No! This isn’t true! 

She’s tricking you! It’s a nightmare in there. Help us! Help me! Rescue us! But I don’t. 

I’m afraid of what Mom might do. I just stick my fingers in my mouth. The man closes 

his notebook, tucks it in in his shirt pocket. Looks at me. 

“Well, maybe you can help your mother out a little bit more.” That’s what he 

says. Then he drives away. 

 

 

 
 
JEANIE 
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Turns out Jeanie stole Dad’s Amytriptaline and overdosed on it. So now Dad 

keeps his medicines locked up in his briefcase. Jeanie now lives at a group home on 

Chase Court in Boulder. After they pumped Jeanie’s stomach, the doctors and nurses and 

psychiatrists all said it was better that she does. Mom and Dad agree reluctantly. But Dad 

told me he’s upset, upset because it’s just like when the Japanese took him away from his 

mother. He didn’t have a choice. 

 

At Chase Court Jeanie shares a room with another girl, Lisa, who hides syringes 

in her Teddy bear and takes Jeanie out at night to break into cars. Jeanie goes to Fairview 

High School but she doesn’t attend class much because she snorts coke with the rich kids 

who live in big empty houses by Devil’s Thumb. We sit on her twin bed. Posters of The 

Cure and Missing Persons line the walls. Golden Earring plays on the radio.  

Now I’m stepping into the twilight zone. This is a madhouse, feels like being 

cloned.  

Jeanie, who looks like me, only a tad shorter. She got the Straub hair. Bushy 

thick, curly. Now cut short, new wave, punk, eggplant purple. A pouty lip, shoulders 

slouched that hide her heart and cringe from Mom’s words. She lights a Marlboro red and 

her lips pucker around the tip to take a long drag. She blows the smoke sideways out of 

her mouth. 

“So how’s things at home?” she asks. 

“Well, Mom actually agreed to the psychiatrist’s suggestions that she take 

something called lithium. She sleeps a lot. Dad says Mom won’t last taking it. She never 

does. 
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“Poor Mom,” Jeanie says, exhaling smoke again. Her big brown eyes, round like 

coins, pour out tears. “She’s so miserable. You know. That’s why I tried to kill myself. I 

feel so guilty for Mom. Because she has such an unhappy life. Her broken nose. Her 

varicose vein operation. And she wanted to do so much, be a writer, travel, but Grandpa 

T. never let her do any of that. You know that?” I nod. “Poor Mom. She’s so sad and lost. 

That’s why she always sleeps so much. You know I found chocolate hidden between her 

mattresses once? She’s like a child. A wounded child.” 

“The doctors say she’s napping so much because she’s hypoglycemic,” I say. 

“She’s eating too many pies and cookies. Even though she’s supposed to be still on that 

Atkins’ diet.” We sit there in silence. Jeanie smoking her cigarettes. I feel sad for Jeanie. 

Sad for Mom. Sad for Dad. 

“You know, Jean, I remember coming home one day from school. Mom slouched 

in her kitchen chair, slouched over a mashed avocado. ‘Patti, do you think I’m a good 

mother?’ she asked me. I wanted to scream, “No, you’re a terrible mother. You’re the 

worst there ever was.” But I didn’t. I felt so sorry for her. So terribly sorry for her. I said, 

“Yes, you’re a good mother.” I guess because I loved her.”  

“I know. It’s this terrible sorrow. And you can hope and hope but she never gets 

any better. Dad never gets any better. I just don’t understand why she is the way she is. 

My doctor says I should hate her disease, and not her. It’s her mind that’s sick. But I can 

still love Mom.” She blows her nose. “I love Mom. I want to love her. But there’s 

nothing. There’s no love. She really is like the wire monkey. And all I feel is pain.” Her 

whole face shrivels up again, she wipes her eyes. “If you could see inside of me. That 

pain that’s inside me. It’s a deformity. I am deformed.” 
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“No, Jean, you’re not deformed,” I choke back the tears. “Everything will be OK.  

You know, even when I’m depressed and cry, somehow in time I really feel that there is 

good in the world. I feel it sometimes. Alone. Always alone. When I’m quiet or looking 

at the Flatirons. It’s a little voice. That makes no sound. But it just says to me, OK. It’s 

OK. That there is good in everything. Good in Mom. Good in Dad. Even if their situation 

seems hopeless.” Tears flow down my face. 

“Look how lucky you are to be out of the house. You’re so lucky to be here. 

You’re out of the concentration camp and now you’re here,” I tell her. “It’s just like 

Nancy always says with her Krsna stuff, that the world is impermanent. And bad stuff 

that happens, it won’t last.”  I think about all the stuff I’ve been learning from Dad’s 

books. That give me inspiration. “Pain ends if you hang around long enough to see the 

send of it,” I say. Jeanie shakes her head. 

“Kids here,” she says, “they come and go. But I just stay,” she puts the cigarette 

out in a coffee cup. “I feel like some orphan. I have no home. I have nowhere to go. And 

the last time I visited the house, Mom had already filled my room up with all that crap. 

The whole bed covered with just … just crap. All this crap.” Her lips tremble. I put my 

arms around her and hold her. My dear sister Jeanie.  

“It’s so lonely. Like I can never come home. I can never come home. I don’t have 

a home.” She cries, cries. I hold her. I hold my little sister. I think about all the times I 

never protected Jeanie. I think about the tomatoes, falling in the street, falling on her 

head. Until it’s time to go.  

VISITORS HOURS ONCE IN A WHILE AT 
THE HOUSE OF THE SIX STRAUBS 
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Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie. Dad too. We all had this fantasy that we wish we 

could take a shovel to all the junk and garbage that fill the house up. The junk and despair 

that fill the house so much that we are drowning. We fantasized that we could shovel all 

the crap out the door and that it would just magically disappear. Vanish. Gone. Shovel it 

all out. Uncover our hearts, deepen our breath for once.  

Or I still fantasize that a conveyor belt would hum and rattle up the basement 

steps, wind through the kitchen and out the white screen door, the belt filled with junk 

that all then disappears into thin air. 

I imagine how we could paint the walls, buy new furniture that matched and serve 

Rice a Roni for dinner. Just like the Better Homes and Garden magazine ad that has a 

mother, red-and-white-stripped apron over her stomach, bending over a happy husband 

and smiling children. 

I imagine how we could have visitors. Somebody, anybody, over for dinner. 

Because we rarely have visitors. Nobody ever comes over for dinner and Mom and Dad 

never go out for dinner. There is no china cabinet, no special silver.  We did get Storage 

Technology corporate-sponsored dinners at the Boulder Dinner Theater when we kids 

were little where we saw The Music Man and Fiddler on the Roof and the King and I, and 

for once the family sat around a table together, and for once I ate wild rice and chicken 

cordon blue instead of Banquet’s frozen chicken. I pretended like I was a princess 

visiting from another planet, and I laughed and laughed at the actors and dreamed that I 

was there on stage, dancing and singing, and that everybody was laughing at me. 

Everybody was loving me. But we don’t’ go to the Dinner Theater anymore because Dad 
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was laid off from his job because he is always sick. Now he’s looking to go to work as a 

job shopper, a contractor. Somewhere, maybe out of state. Lucky him. Away from Mom. 

 

Once, some lost people came to our door asking to use the telephone. Why the old 

couple singled out our house from any other house on the block, I’ll never know. But 

while the man made the call the woman stood in the middle of the living room and asked 

Mom, “Are you moving in or out?” 

“My husband’s a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp, and my hateful 

children won’t help me clean up,” Mom said. “Only Bobbie loves me. Don’t you, 

Bobbie? Coo chee coo chee coo.” 

 

Oma came to visit. Once. Oma. Blue, blue eyes, like watery painted delft, and 

white white skin, white as whipped cream and short hair to match. Oma, always stooped 

over, looking, looking at the ground, searching for rocks, turquoise, fossils, picking up 

shells and petrified wood. Getting out her magnifying glass, looking close at the 

watermarks on postage stamps, dates on coins, veins in rocks and shells. Oma, who says 

very little. Watches Dad. Watches Mom. Says nothing. Dad says nothing. Mom 

mumbles. “Dog tricks, rat cat, trick dogs.” 

Oma wore cotton one-piece dresses, smooth, scented like foreign gift-wrap, her 

rotund body swathed in Nivea lotion. Her favorite thing to eat was marshmallow cream 

because she couldn’t get it in Europe. She came. And she left. And she never came back. 

Oma, who sends me stamps and coins and rocks for my collection. Just like her own. 

Rocks glued to matchboxes and labeled with tiny blue European-trained script 
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handwriting. She gave us rock collections to us kids. Mom got into my rock collection 

while I was at school. She took them out of the reused chocolate boxes that they were 

neatly stacked in and covered with bits of tissue and paper towels for protection. Then 

Mom scattered them all over the house or threw them down the basement steps, crash, 

bang, boom. Found only when I accidentally stepped on them. 

Oma writes me letters, “Patti, did you get the stamps I sent you?” But I don’t 

write back. Because I don’t know that I should. Because nobody told me to and that it 

would be nice to write your Oma a letter thanking her. But I don’t know how. Or I’m 

afraid to. Because the last time I wrote a letter I was in the fourth grade and we had to 

write to somebody famous and I picked Neil Armstrong and asked him to send me his 

autograph and while I was writing it I wrote it without my left hand anchoring the paper 

and Mom started screaming that I should hold it down and I refused out of anger and she 

screamed and she screamed and she hit me with the yellow yardstick. And the autograph 

Neil Armstrong sent months later was just a purple-inked copy. 

 

Aunt Mildred and Uncle Henry came to visit from St. Louis. Once. Mom greeted 

them through the white screen door, chatting excitedly. She showed them around. I was 

getting some milk out of the second refrigerator that’s in the Hell Hole. Uncle Henry, 

beer belly, wife beater, saw me. Aunt Mildred peeked in too. Saw the Hell Hole and me 

standing in it, knee-deep, in all things indescribable and jaw dropping to those uninitiated 

to the Straub household and our attempts at cleaning up on the rare occasion that we do 

or have visitors.  

“Don’t you ever clean this place up? Uncle Henry asked. 
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“Shit, get the hell out of my house!” Mom exploded. Her false teeth clicked, 

nearly leaping out of her mouth with her vicious bite. She shook, she stamped her little 

feet, her belly jiggled in rage. “Get your fat bastard ass out of here! Don’t you dare tell 

me what to do! My husband is a child survivor of a Japanese concentration camp.” She 

pushed Aunt Mildred to the door. Uncle Henry didn’t hesitate to move. “This is my 

house. Don’t you tell me it’s dirty. Get the hell out.” They left. Aunt Mildred stopped 

sending us crocheted caps and mittens from then on. And they never came back. 

 

Uncle Charlie and Aunt Mildred and our cousins Meg, Beth Chuck and Amy 

visited us from St. Louis. Once. Aunt Mildred sat on the broken-down couch. She felt 

something funny. And she pulled out a hot dog, petrified, shrunken, brown. She didn’t 

say anything. Dad moaned in embarrassment, took some pain pills. 

Cousin Meg, skinny, skinny and looks like Mom. She looked around. 

“Don’t you ever clean up your house? Why is it so messy?” 

“Because we’ve pigs,” Jeanie says, and she begins oinking furiously and 

scratching the floor with her hands.  

 

Nancy, I mean Narada, came home to visit with her new husband, Sri Raga. Once. 

To visit Jeanie after her overdose and hospitalization and successful escape from 

Kilkenny Street and now living in the Chase Court group home in Boulder. Narada and 

Sri Raga came with their Baghavad Gitas. They brought their own karma-free pots and 

pans that have never had dead animals cooked in them. They cooked spiritual food, 

prashadam. Nancy wore her sari. Sri Raga has his head shaved except for a long lock on 
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top of the head, looks like he could have been born 

Mom got tired of their cooking and chanting Hare Krsna and she was upset that 

Nancy, I mean Narada, didn’t want the black pizza pans she wants to give her. The black 

pizza pans that were once silver but are now black because they have baked on crud, crud 

that never came clean over the years. Mom got upset and angry and Nancy started 

chanting Hare Krsna. 

“Nancy, stop mumbling that crap,” Mom said.  

Sri Raga got angry and said, “Go fuck a duck.” And the next thing you know 

there was screaming and Sri Raga pushed Mom, and Mom was cursing and shaking and 

pushing them out the door and they never came back.  

 

My friend from Centaurus High School, Connie. She came and spent the night at 

my house. Once. It was a what-the-hell moment. My friends, Connie and Jeff, and my 

boyfriend, Gary, they like me for who I am. They’ve met Mom, they think she’s funny 

and sweet. And she is. If you get her at the right moment.  

My friends came over to the house one night. To play RISK. Our usual game we 

all play together at which usually I am losing and then whine to Gary that I will break up 

to him if he conquers me, in which he gives in, and I lose anyway. But we all got together 

at my house one night. Gary and Jeff and Connie and I. I wanted to go to my room, where 

it is clean and quiet and sheltered. 

“Shit, Patti. You can’t have men in your bedroom. What are you thinking?” 

“But it’s a mess out here. There’s nowhere to play in the living room, or the 

kitchen. Where am I supposed to play?” 
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“Shit, you’re like some whore, some dirty whore. You can’t have men in your 

bedroom.” She tore into me, like a sheet ripping in half. I cried. She yelled. Gary, Jeff 

and Connie. They all stared at each other, not sure what to do. 

“It’s OK, Patti, we can clear this footlocker off and we can play here,” Gary said. 

We do. I recovered. We played RISK. We had a good time and we laughed. Gary 

squeezed my hand. My heart leapt in love for him. 

That night, Connie spent the night. Once.  

“Patti, I want to wash my face and I can’t find a wash cloth. The only one I can 

find is hard and it stinks.” That’s what she said. And in the morning, at four o’clock in 

the morning, Mom was awake. 

“Shit, that dirty bitch Patti. Why would she want to bring boys into her room? 

And she didn’t even clean up the mess in the living room. What are we going to do about 

that Patti?” 

 

KARMIC DESTINY 
 

 

Gary is so sweet. My senior year he brings me a Thanksgiving present. Gold 

crescent-shaped earrings with natural pearls on the tips. My heart swims in beauty. 

Because that Thanksgiving, I work all day to clear the kitchen table, work all day 

cooking, flour anointing my clothes. I cook cheese crepes with wine sauce, home made 

pumpkin bread, butternut squash soup, sopapillas. I want it to be so special. A feast for 

Mom, Dad and I to sit down together and eat. Jeanie too. She’s supposed to come over 

from Chase Court to visit.   
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My mother goes to her Unitarian Church and eats the feast there at noon, so she is 

too stuffed to sit down to my dinner. She rearranges the placemats I took care to make 

sure were straight and set with silverware. She opens her purse and lets all the contents 

spill out. All I can do is cry into my hands on the edge of my bed. I cry bitter tears that 

mix with the flour still on my hands while Dad sits to comfort me.  

 Jeanie never shows up. Mom takes a nap. I eat with Dad. I’m the only child left 

in the house. It’s my duty to help him, lessen the pain of living. Get him through. Try and 

make things normal for him. Try to take away the enormous guilt I feel over him being 

alive for me, suffering, sick, being the reason that he is trapped, trapped with four 

children. Nancy, Albert, Patti and Jeanie. Taking up his time on this earth. Waiting for us. 

Hurry up and grow up so he can die.  

I eat with Dad. I eat and I eat and I am so full, but I can’t feel anything. So I go to 

the toilet, lock myself in for half an hour and throw everything up. I throw all of 

Thanksgiving up, up, up up. So that by the time I’m finished my throat hurts, my eyes 

hurt. I feel so sick and disgusting. About myself. About my life. But somehow I continue 

on. I don’t know how. Perhaps it’s the crystal rosary Dad gave me to pray on that gives 

me the strength to go on. Perhaps it’s Gary. 

 

I think about Gary. Gary left me bouquets of red roses on my doorstep after 

ringing the doorbell one Saturday afternoon. I saw the yellow banana boat car zip away, 

honking. Thinking of him brings a smile to my heart, my heavy heart. All his roses, all 

his gifts, all our dancing at school. Thinking of him makes me hungry.  

Gary. Having Gary in my life is him throwing me a life vest and I hang on, hang 
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on, floating in the ocean of sorrow, treading water until I one day can find the shore. So I 

get back into the kitchen and I bake Gary all sorts of fudge and brownies and gourmet 

chocolates and cream puffs lately. I want him to have a part of me. Something of me. My 

grandmother T. was a good cook. Gary, who works his butt off at a greenhouse and still 

get good grades and all the good parts in the plays. I try and try for good grades and good 

parts in the play but they don’t come. I can’t understand math.  

I’m baking in the kitchen. Smelling up the place with chocolate incense. My 

whole body aches from fatigue, but I refuse to eat even a dab of batter, because I now 

what will happen. That I won’t be able to resist and I’ll start eating and eating and I won’t 

stop.  Ill just end up in the bathroom again, and Gary will go hungry.  Must control 

myself. Or I will never get any better.  

I’m just like my father who went to the Boulder Pain Clinic to do something 

about his headaches, always those headaches, always a corpse on a bed, throbbing with 

pain and medication. I went to see him in the hospital once when he was sick. He knew it 

and I knew it. He would never get better. He will never get better. Nothing gets better. It 

just gets worse. 

I resist eating the batter as I stir and stir. Nancy always says that you are greedy if 

you taste or eat the food before offering it to Krsna. So I’m offering this food up to Gary. 

It gives me hope. I know it’s hope from praying the crystal rosary. Chanting Hare Krnsa. 

Chanting OM. Reading Dad’s books. Anything. While stirring the batter I pray for Dad to 

get better. For Mom to get better. She stopped taking her medication a week after 

Jeanie’s suicide attempt. When she did take them, she just slept all day. She complained 

that she was tired all the time and didn’t need this shitty pills, they’re turing her into a 
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zombie, she said. So she went right back to being a light switch, flipping different moods 

on and off in the middle of the night. Never getting better. Always rattling on and on 

about my sisters, on and on.  

“What are we going to do about Nancy?” Mom says when she gets up from her 

nap. “What are we going to do about Jeanie?” I’m pulling the cookies out to he oven 

when I finally say, “Shut UP” to her. 

“Shit, dog, shit, you dirty bitch. Get out to here.” She’s pounding on my arm and 

I’m running to my bedroom now. She throws the tray of cookies onto my bedroom floor. 

It makes me huff and puff and want to eat all those cookies. East every last one of them. I 

think how I’m stuck with Mom’s rage. Just last week it snowed and snowed and it was 

freezing outside, but while we were in the yellow VW she rolled down the windows 

because she had hot flashes. I complained and she beat me with a stick she carries in the 

car.  So I eat all those cookies in my bedroom. I eat every last one. Afterwards all I can 

do is throw up. Until my stomach is empty, like the way I feel. 

 

At school the next few weeks I’m acting rather difficult. Rather bitchy and 

unfriendly. Mean to Gary. Why do I do that? I ask myself. Someone I love and I just lash 

out at him. Somebody that I love so much, even though we still have never made love or 

improved in the kissing department. The anger, it comes in bursts. Like somebody wired 

my brain as an experiment and is secretly pushing a button in the other room to make me 

burst. It’s trouble with Jeanie and family and all. All the hours I work with my two job, 

waiting for graduation. Saving my money. Counting my money. I hope Gary understands. 
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One day things suddenly change. I can tell. Gary is different. We go to the movies 

and see The Hotel New Hampshire.  He doesn’t hold my hand. He doesn’t say much. It’s 

like he is only a brother. But then I realize he always has been more like a brother. We 

act silly together, dress up in costumes, dance, act in plays. He never presses me for sex. 

I’m the one who wants to make love and he is against it. I wonder why. 

I’m sure it’s because of my family. My screwy family. Was it something I said? I 

wonder. I say nothing. I hold it in my throat. If he only knew what a tough time I’m going 

through. But I can’t tell him. I can never tell him what goes on inside my house, inside 

my heart. 

“You know, I think we’ve been getting too serious and I think we should start 

cooling things down,” he says coldly to me as we sit in his banana boat car on the way 

home. I don’t speak. I just sit, sipping shallow breaths. Wishing I could eat something. 

“I’ve seen how these things don’t work out, graduating and going to college and stuff. 

Relationships rarely last after that.” 

How can he say that? I wonder. Why wouldn’t we work out? I’m a girl, he’s a 

boy. Doesn’t he love me? What’s wrong? What’s the big problem? But I can’t tell him 

any of this. I can’t speak. I can’t think. My heart is pounding, my stomach churning. I 

take my left arm from around him and I don’t touch him again. I hold myself. Hold my 

breath. Hold it in my throat. Force myself not to cry. Was it because I’m working at 

McDonald’s too much? I wonder. Because I’m a bitch? Why, why? I don’t speak. 

“You seem kinda quiet,” Gary says. “What do you think?”  

“I don’t know, whatever you want,” I finally say. That’s all I can say. If I say 

more, I will cry and cry and never stop crying. When he pulls up to the driveway to my 
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house, I start to open the car door in the darkness. 

 “No, no, it doesn’t have to be like this,” Gary says. “My Mom still wants us to be 

friends.” 

 I bolt from the banana boat, whack goes the screen door. I find my way down the 

dark hallway then bolt to my bedroom. Close the door. I cry and I cry, my mascara 

running like ink on white paper.  I look at Greta Garbo. I throw myself onto the bed. The 

tears flow so much and my head is so stuffed up a I think it will burst like a broken 

waterbed.  

But I notice something on my dresser. The dresser that Nancy and I used to share 

when we roomed together. It’s mine now. It’s a fortune cookie I saved from Chinese 

Combo King in the food court where I work as a buser. The smiling Chinese owners are 

always dishing them out to me because I keep the area so clean for them. I open the 

fortune cookie. It says, “Today is the beginning of the rest of your life.”  

I stare at those words. It’s like somebody wiped clean my head, dusted out my 

heart. I feel better. It’s a message from God, that’s what it is. All this has a purpose. Yes 

it does. I stop crying, wipe the last tears from my puffy eyes. Look at Greta Garbo, Joan 

Crawford, Marlene Dietrich, Jean Harlow lining my walls. I realize it all now. My karmic 

destiny. With Gary I wanted to just get married, start a family. But now I am forced to get 

out there, break the cycle of women servants and good cooks. Be an actress instead. Yes. 

That’s my destiny. I’ve broken the bonds that tie me here. That foil my escape plans. 

But still I cry. I cry because there is an overwhelming sense of sadness, terror and 

fear. Sadness for everybody. Sadness because I have lost Gary. I’m all alone now. I’m 

graduating high school soon, and all I feel is loneliness. I am all alone. Nancy, Albert and 
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Jeanie are gone from the house. And now Gary. Goodbye, Gary. Goodbye. Gone. I’m 

terrified. Terrified. Alone. 

 

GRADUATION PARTY 
 

 

Only six more days to go and I will be free. I will be free from high school and I 

will graduate on June 6. With my tassel and red cap and gown. I will be done, finito, 

aribaderche. I’m 17 and I will be free to leave this house. I’m going to New York. To 

stay with Aunt Elles on Long Island. I’m going to New York to be discovered, to take 

acting classes. To find Greta Garbo.  

I pray. I pray on the crystal rosary. I pray for all the poor elephants that dropped 

dead in the African savanna from a poacher’s gun. I pray to ease the pain in my heart 

over Gary, because every time I see him in the hallway, I can’t speak. I pray for enough 

money to live on my own in New York. I pray for Dad’s headaches to go away. I pray for 

Mom, for Nancy, Albert, Jeanie. I pray for help. Help me. Help me. I’m so afraid. I throw 

up my breakfast of Grape Nuts and milk heated in the microwave. 

I spend an hour curling my hair with a curling iron, hot hot, melting my dull hair. 

I hide myself well with Cover Girl make up, its plastic smell. A noticeable line separates 

my jawbone from my neck. I draw on the heavy liquid eyeliner. Black. Because boys will 

be at Jenny’s graduation party. Ricky and Kyle and Danny and who knows who else? I 

smooth out my bra under a tight t-shirt, zip my tight blue jeans. I’m pleased that I lost 

two pounds last week. I blow a kiss to the black and white photograph of Greta Garbo in 

Camille tucked in the edge of my mirror. Wink. But I’m still scared. I emerge from my 
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bedroom. Float down the hall, hear the TV on. Albert is visiting and I see him  sitting on 

the couch, watching Star Trek, dressed in a purple tie die tank top, cut off shorts, black 

combat boots, a red bandana over his hair. 

Mom meets me in the living room. I see her standing there, and I’m sure that for a 

moment her face was pleasant, as if caught in a poem. But then she looked closer, she 

looked closer at me, my make up, her daughter. Her face. It turns. It turns like a dark 

cloud about to spit hail. 

“I suppose you are going to just run away, run away with your friends are you?” 

she snaps. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to do about the sudden change of 

Mom’s mood. Last week she hugged and kissed me over my role as the stage manager in 

the school production of Our Town. Two days ago she said thank you and I love you 

because I listened to another one of her great poems and told her to send to the New 

Yorker. An hour ago we were laughing about her new vacuum sales job, how at the 

meetings they all chant, “Pork chop pork chop greasy, greasy, making a sale is easy, 

EASY!”  We were laughing, clapping. I felt such love for her.  

But now I’m only scrambling like a cat in mid air, thrown from the ninth floor of 

an apartment building, trying to find solid ground. She’s standing there, spitting popcorn, 

taking out her false teeth and fishing out the little popcorn pieces that are stuck in 

between the wires. Her eyes are crossed, her face as hard as Grandpa T.’s. 

 “Shit, you look like a whore, all painted up. Just a common whore. Are you going 

out to whore around?” 

That’s it, I think. Anger wells up inside me. I can’t take this. I wont. I don’t have 

to anymore. I’m leaving. Going far away. Escaping. Now. 
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“Yes, yes, I am, if things get neurotic around here,” I say.  Albert is visiting and 

sitting on the couch. I look at Dad, he’s sitting reading a little newspaper with a huge 

headline that says,  

  ALIEN SIGHTING NEAR TERRYTOWN  
  Couple Recounts Night Aboard Space Ship 
 
 
“Well you can’t,” Mom says. “I won’t let you go out. Shit, you never do any work 

around here. You just sit on your lazy ass never lifting a finger. This house is a mess, the 

kitchen floor is filthy, and I’m the only one who cleans it up.”  

God, if she says she’s not going to my graduation one more time I’m going to 

scream. My stomach churns. My heart sinks, but now, after all these years, it’s hardened, 

hardened with a cosmic bubble that sends me running and not feeling. Not in my body, 

just someplace else.  

I run for the door. Open the white screen door and run through, whack, my heart 

beating, my eyebrows crossed in anger. I’m going to Jenny’s graduation party. No one 

can stop me. I’m surprised that Mom’s not following me. I just keep walking. Down 

Kilkenny, quick quick steps of tennis shoes, rubber on hot asphalt. I hang a right on 

Cavan Court. To Jenny’s house. To see Jenny’s mother. I finally slow down. I stop. Wait 

for my heart to slow down before I go to the backyard. Jenny’s Mom is there in a puff of 

smoke, flipping burgers on the grill. The smell of cigarettes and charcoal and cooking 

meat. 

“Hello Patti darling, it’s good to see you,” she says, holding a spatula, round black 

sunglasses over her eyes, a Salem cigarette dangling from her mouth. She holds out her 

arms to give me a hug. “Congratulations. This party is as much for you as it is for Jenny.”  
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“Thank you,” I smile as I swallow back a little lump in my throat.  

At the party there is cake and Miller beer and Jenny’s Dad takes pictures of us and 

Wendi is home from college and they had set up their big outdoor swimming pool, cool 

blue water to swim in the hot sun and dry air. Jenny’s record player is in the backyard 

playing ZZ Top and Billy Squire and REO Speedwagon and Journey. But before I can 

change into one of Jenny’s swimming suits there is a phone call. Jenny’s Mom shouts 

from inside. 

“Patti, it’s your Mom and she wants you home now. Boy does she sound pissed.”  

I shrink and look to see if the guys heard that. My notice that my heart skipped a beat. 

My stomach churns and I freeze.  I wonder what Mom said to her. Jenny’s Mom gives 

me a soft look.  

“You OK?”  

I nod, barely breathing. 

“Well you come back just as soon as you can. We’ll be waiting here.” 

That’s Jenny’s Mom. She’s always there for me. After school, on the weekends. 

She was there when Jeanie attempted suicide. All the people in the house, and the big 

helicopter landing. When I looked out the window I saw the crowd gathered, and then I 

saw Jenny and Wendi and their Mom. I ran out like I was running out of a burning 

building. I ran into her arms and buried myself in tears. “You just come on home with us 

for a while,” she said. 

I walk home up the familiar curve of Kilkenny and my heart is filled with dread. 

Then I hear something. It’s the sound of something breaking. As I approach closer, then I 

can see what it is. It’s my mother, throwing things out of the white screen door. Smash, 
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it’s a glass milk bottle, milk draining down the driveway. Wack, the screen door shuts. It 

opens again, and dishes fly out. Crash, whack. There are dozens of broken dishes, milk 

bottles. I see my clothes mixed in with it. My clothes that she has taken the zig-zag 

scissors to. I turn and I can see Brad the neighbor boy staring. I rush inside. 

“Shit, there she is. You finally decided to come back. You dirty whore. I told you 

not to go out.” I stand right in front of her, I feel powerless, helpless. I cannot move. The 

spit from her dentures is landing on me as she curses me, pounds me down with her 

words. For a moment I think, What’s the use? What is the point? There is no hope. There 

is no escape. She shakes as she curses, and the water in the glass she is holding spills 

over.  And something creeps up. Something inside me. It boils over.  I won’t take it 

anymore. I can’t. Dad, sitting there silent. My heart explodes, like a supernova. I’m 

getting out. I’m getting outside the concentration camp. 

“Stop it,” I explode at her. “You’re the dirty whore, you’re the dirty bitch. I hate 

you. I hate you and I wish you’d die,” I scream. Mom stands there silent, stone-faced. We 

look at each other for a split second, breathing quickly. Then Mom throws some of water 

that is in the glass she is holding in my face. Wet surprise is all I can feel, but it’s a 

prepared surprise. She always said Grandpa T.’s motto was expect the worst and then you 

won’t be surprised. She starts hitting me on the arm screaming, “You dirty bitch, I 

should’ve let you die in the hospital when you were sick as a baby.” I remember her 

telling this story. How back in New Jersey when I was six months old, Dad hung Shell 

pest strips in my bedroom and I got toxic nerve poisoning. I had a 104 degree fever, a 

spinal tap, blood transfusion and was in an incubator for two weeks. Mom spits in my 

face. 
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“That’s enough!” It’s Dad, he gets up from the couch. His speech slurred. His 

face is red. “I’ve had enough of this Annie. Stop it. Leave her alone!” And he pushes her 

back away from me. He hits her on the arm. 

“Oh! He hit me so hard!” Mom lets out a wail like a stabbed pig, shrieking, 

screaming. The glass still full of water in Mom’s hand is slammed on the living room 

floor. Carpet was never installed in this garage-turned living room, so it’s just 

particleboard underneath so the glass shatters and the water is all over my feet, all over 

the floor. Her screaming is heard out the open windows, out the door, out to Brad the 

neighbor boy’s hot ears. Mom’s wails fill the house, rattle the model ships, gray and 

heavy with dust, that sit on the fireplace mantle, rattle the picture of boats on the wall. 

Her wails stir the flood of torn magazines covering the floor, every inch of the floor, now 

wet with water, wet with tears and seeping into my soul, coming out my eyes in tears and 

tears that do not stop, that do not stop as I sit hunched on the couch shaking, shaking. 

“Get out of here,” Dad says and pushes Mom toward the bedroom. 

“He’s trying to make me walk across the glass,” Mom shrieks louder. “Dad’s 

trying to make me walk across the glass. Albert Billy, Albert Billy. Help me. Please help 

me. Somebody call the police! Help me, help me!” Her eyes are round and helpless; her 

fat belly is slumped, hesitant.  

Albert stands up tall and scoops Mom in him arms like a god in the machine 

removing an actor from the state. His combat boots walk easily over the snapping glass 

beneath him, and I hear Mom’s cries become fainter and fainter as he carries her to her 

bedroom. 

I hide in my room. I try not to think. I look at Greta Garbo's soft sullen eyes, her 
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life-sized portrait on my wall next to the one of Clark Gable in Gone With the Wind. I 

think of this moment. Perhaps I can use this nightmare in my acting. One day. I will 

remember it and use it. It will be an award-winning moment, I tell myself. Yes, yes, that’ 

the purpose behind all this terror. But I just cry. And I ask, Why, God, why? 

I paint on pink lipstick and then pull out the Oreo cookies form under my bed. I 

eat them without tasting them as I look through the book of Jean Harlow’s movies. I 

study her eyebrows, the picture of her with Clark Gable in China Seas, the satin gown 

that fits her like wax. In the mirror I see my face swollen with tears, smeared with black 

mascara and black eyeliner. I see the wrinkle deepening between my eyebrows as I 

frown. I feel full. But I don’t burp because I will need that burp. I will need it to throw 

everything up. 

I turn the handle of my bedroom door. With one eye I look out. All is silent. All is 

dark, and I tiptoe to the bathroom. I don’t know how long I am in there. I vomit until I 

don’t feel full anymore and until everything is forgotten. Until I am tired of looking at the 

plastic pan sitting next to the toilet Mom’s washes her diarrhea-stained underwear in. 

My feet are so quiet on the brown carpet. You can’t hear me. I am so silent. I can 

walk that way in the dark. Find my way around and no one know I am there. Not even 

me. I peer into Mom’s bedroom. It’s dark and a tiny night-light emits a blue glow. It 

smells like Vick’s vapor rub, and then I see Mom. Her little body is there at the edge of 

the bed hunched round like an old bag of dirty laundry. Her bent fingers rest on her 

forehead. I see her there. Little Momma. My heart twists upside down into a wrung out 

rag. Poor Mom. I think, how I love you, Mom. Why are you like this? I love you because 

you are a part of me. And I’m a part of you. I love you when you laugh and dance in the 
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living room to old records. I love you when you take me to ballet class and piano lessons 

and when I think of our trips to California in the camper and all your stories of crossing 

the Atlantic on the Queen Elizabeth, backpacking through Europe alone in the 1950s, 

behind the Iron Curtain, to see our Bohemian relatives. Alone. I love you because you do 

tell me your proud of me, sometimes. That you like my stories. You do. You do Mom. I 

love that part of you Mom but sometimes I can’t find you. You’re lost in a hurricane of 

anger and I don’t understand where you’ve gone.  I reach out with my arm, but I can’t 

find yours. Yours is lost at sea. Gone, drowned, among the lost and the dead. Forever. 

“I’m sorry, Patti,” Mom says in a little whisper with her hand still on her 

forehead. The tears start to come out of my eyes again, but I hold them in. I don’t breath. 

I sit next to her and put my arm around her and I feel the little bones through her flesh. I 

can smell her faint underarms, the smell of decaying food between her wire dentures. I 

hear her quick breathing through her broken nose. 

“I’m sorry Patti,” she says. “I love you. And I’ll come to your graduation. I’m so 

proud of you. I don’t know why we fight. It’s just. My father, he never let me do 

anything. I wanted to be a writer and he forced me to be a stenographer. I wanted to be a 

dance teacher, how I love ballroom dancing, but he said only prostitutes are dance 

teachers.  I hated my hair and I dyed it red once, and he screamed and screamed at me, 

only whores dye their hair red.”  

We sit in silence for a long time as I struggle to hold back the tears, but my 

sinuses are filled and I can only breath through my mouth. 

“I’m sorry too,” I say at last. 

“I’ve just been through so much pain in my life. My nose broken, my teeth falling 
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out, my varicose veins. Delivering four ten-pound children. Do you know what electric 

shock feels like?” she says without moving. Finally she lifts her hand up high in the air. 

They are warped twisted fingers and sinking skin against twisted bones. 

“KKKKKKUUUUHHHHH!” she says, as her hand come crashing down and then lies 

limp into her lap. “It’s like a piano falling on your head. Can you imagine a piano falling 

on your head? That’s what it feels like.” 

I hold my mother. She puts her arm around me and I rest my head on her 

shoulder. We sit there for a long time and I think, I will make you proud, Mom. I will 

take all your suffering and I will justify it. I am going to New York City and I will 

become a great actress. And all your pain – all Dad’s pain, all of Nancy, Albert, Patti and 

Jeanie’s pain – it will all have meaning. It will be worth the struggle. I promise it will.  

 
LOOKING FOR GRETA GARBO 

 

 

“Andeamo! Nancy, Albert, shit, I mean Patti. Andeamo, Sparky Sydney,” Mom 

calls to me from the white screen door. Bobbie in her arms. “Do you know what that 

means?”  I wait, suitcase in hand. 

“Yes,” I say. “Go for it.” 

She puts Bobbie down and he scampers. Mom hugs me, fragile arms, her big 

belly in the way, her faint smell of body odor and old food between her false teeth. I hug 

her back, bury my face in her chest. Mommy. Mommy.  

“Good luck, Patti,” Dad said. “Come back famous.” 

I look at him. His hair color is wearing off. The gray is peeping through. Will I 
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ever see him again? Will this be the last time? Like my father, the last time he saw 

Grandpa Straub. The Japanese were marching the prisoners through the streets of 

Yogyakarta. Dad saw his father, take off his cap so that his family could see him easily, 

identify him by his shock of white hair, there he is, walking by, walking off, gone in the 

distance until he’s just a white speck. Gone. A charcoal drawing above my father’s bed. 

“You know, Patti,” Dad tells me on the way to the airport. “I’ve been reading that 

there’s going to be a lot of sun flares happening in the future. Big bad ones that will be so 

intense that they could burn your eyes, even blind you. Try and see if you can find some 

#14 welding glasses  when you get to New York. Keep them handy. Because they say 

those will protect your eyes from the flares when they come.” 

 

I felt the airplane’s rumbling engine beneath my feet. Roaring, ready, take off for 

flight. To New York. To be outside. Gone from Kilkenny Street. Gone from Boulder. 

Going to New York. And why New York? I don’t know. Now that I was on the plane. I 

thought about it. I don’t know. Jeanie mentioned it one time that she and a friend wanted 

to go there. They made up a little rhyme: Roses are Red, Violets are Blue, Let’s get an 

Apartment On Park Avenue. Cosmopolitan. Actors and Broadway. And Greta Garbo lives 

there. I’m going to look for her. And somebody’s going to find me. Make my dreams 

come true.  

But there’s something creeping out of the door of my heart. How or when? The 

windy voice says. Where does it all come true? Now that I am on the road. Now that I am 

not living at my parents’ house anymore. Now that I’m outside all that.  But I’ve brought 

my walls with me. My pictures of Greta Garbo and Clark Gable and Joan Crawford. 
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They’re in my big oversized purse, and the tape is still on the photo backs. But the little 

voice is there, there’s a funny feeling in my throat. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know 

where to go.  

I look for Garbo at Aunt Elles’s house. East Patchogue, Long Island. In her clean 

house with meat and steamed potatoes every dinner, bagels and Dutch chocolate 

sprinkles every morning and gingersnap cookies for snacks. Aunt Elles has the thick 

Dutch accent and looks just like Dad, only a woman. But I still feel the pain in my 

stomach, the pain in my heart. I can’t hold it down. Everything I see, everything I eat 

ends up swirling down Aunt Elles’s toilet.  

I look for Garbo on the train ride into the city. Three-and-a-half hours each way, 

every day.  Patchogue, Sayville, Deer Park, Hicksville, Jamaica, Queens, Central Station. 

Biting my fingernails, train car rocking, daring to swing open my heart. Release my 

throat. Free my voice. But I won’t let it. I won’t look inside me. I search the men and 

women on the train, putty faced, seated across from me. Which one will say,  “Hey, 

young lady. You sure are pretty. Want to be in the movies?” But there are only overcoats 

and briefcases, newspaper ink and smoker’s breath. 

I look for Garbo up and down 5th Avenue, up and down 5th avenue. I read she lives 

somewhere on 52nd Street. Or was it 54th? Each passing face, are you my mother? Won’t 

you discover me? Won’t you take me in? Give me a real home and a normal family. 

Make me somebody else. Somebody else’s life. In a story, in a film.  

I am alert and observant. Garbo is said to blend in, suddenly appear and the 

cameras flash. Look for an old woman, Swedish accent, in black sunglasses and a scarf 

over her hair, tied under her chin. She could be the woman that brushed me by or the one 
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standing next to me, holding her pet Chihuahua.  

I look for her at the Empire State Building. Windy top, and chain link fence, 

looking out at the vast concrete ocean below, the city hum, vibrating open my heart. I 

wonder how many people tried to jump from here. To have made it this far, but to panic 

unsure what to do. Like when Dad went back to the concentration camp. When people 

jumped overboard on the ships that took them from Java back to The Netherlands. For 

they had no home. And I wonder, where is my house? I can’t find it. It’s not at the Radio 

City Music hall. My body in the old seats. Rockettes and music like a angelic visitation, 

like a harem selection. Pick me, I cry. Pick me. Even if I can’t dance. Because I 

remember Mom said so. I remember me, going down the basement steps at home. I had 

cleared earlier a little bare cement space from the thick piles of mess and mold to practice 

my tap dancing. I heard Mom tell Dad, “Does she really think she can go to New York 

and be an actress and dancer? She’ll never make it. Doesn’t she know how difficult it is 

to be a success in that business?” 

 

 I look for Garbo in New York-style pizza, folded into triangles, stuffed down my 

throat. I look for her at the World Trade Center, two rockets aiming for the sky, then I 

walk to Battery Park. They’re filming some movie. Brewster’s Millions. Richard Pryor. 

John Candy, I imagine I catch their faces. Pick me! Pick me! I look to the statue of 

Liberty, but she’s under repair, scaffolding riddling her like an iron girdle.  

I march down every block of 5th avenue again until my feet are hot as bricks and 

heels bleeding. I look down every street. But I don’t dare get off of 5th avenue. Every 

street, the same long gray line, rows of towering gray buildings hiding the sky, gray 
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sidewalks, like telephone wires converging to the sea.  The city, roaring, sighing, 

inhaling, heaving. Then there’s me. Standing amid a crush of people, coming and going, 

going and coming, swallowing me up. Where are you, Greta? I can’t find you. I can’t find 

you anywhere.  

Tired, I look for her at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. As I walk in the 

door some long-haired woman with average looks is leaving. She stops me and wants to 

chat. She says she just auditioned today, does waitressing on the side. When she talks, 

she makes me feel like I want to hold her hand. She asks me if I’m auditioning. Me? No, 

just looking. Just investigating. Oh, you had a part in a soap opera. Cool. Neato. Me? 

What about me? Oh, I’m going to be an actress, and my father is a child survivor of a 

Japanese concentration camp. The Dutch East Indies. Before it was Indonesia. Before 

World War II. Before.  

 

And inside myself what I really want to say cannot be said. It is held back. In my 

body, unable to feel that I want to scream out, Take me with you, please. Somebody. 

Anybody. Because I can’t find Garbo. My body is tired, my head pounding.  

I’ve got to tell Garbo something, please, please. I’ve got to tell her that I love her, 

that I understand. I understand you, dear Garbo, my self. Why you hold your silence. 

Why you want to be alone. People just didn’t understand you. You didn’t say I want to be 

alone. You only said, I want to be left alone. Talk to me. Talk to me, Garbo. Talk to me, 

waitress. Tell me of your lost loves, your disappointments all your sorrows, all your 

shame. Tell me what hurts you. What you’ve lost. What you’re trying to find. Trying to 

get back. What you love. Whom you love. Whom you have loved and are looking for to 
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love you. Tell me of all those things that cannot love you back and hold your heart 

prisoner or drive dozens of arrows into it. The things that don’t change, or ever really get 

better, or are able to realize its dream. Those things that are swept along in a river of 

sorrow, a river of loss and regret and loneliness. Such loneliness. I just need to speak of 

it. I must speak of it, because my throat aches. It must be spoken. So that my voice can 

release the heart. But I can’t. Not now. I’m like you Garbo, why don’t we just stay 

hidden. Hide our hearts away. Nobody is looking. Not really. But we want them to find 

us. We really do. We really, really, really do. 

 

“It sounds like you’re outside the concentration camp, but the concentration camp 

isn’t outside you.” That’s what the waitress who just auditioned says. I blink. I blink and 

stare. She pushes through the door and walks off down the street. Down the street in New 

York City. Then she’s gone.  

Three-and-a-half hour train ride back to East Patchogue from the city. Purse full 

of theatre bills. Stomach hurting. Throat hurting. Eyes pounding. There’s a little voice 

inside me. It says, “Why don’t you look inside yourself for Garbo? Right here. Right 

now. And I think. But I’m afraid. I’m too afraid of everything that may come up. All that 

is down there. Inside me. All the past. All that I am ashamed of. Of all that fills me with 

remorse. All my doubts and self hatred. I can’t look. Not now. It’s much easier to dream. 

To think about Mom and Dad. Yes, Mom and Dad. How lonely they must be right now. 

Or sick. Who is taking care of Dad? Who is massaging his head for his headaches? Who 

is listening to Mom’s poetry? What about Jeanie? And Albert? Three-and-a-half hour 

train ride back to East Patchogue  Central Station, Queens, Jamaica, Hicksville, Deer 



	   216	  

Park, Sayville, Patchogue. Uncle Tom picks me up at the station after dark. I pick at my 

potatoes at dinner. 

“Why don’t you go back home?” Aunt Elles suggests. “Go to the university in 

Boulder, study there for a while and then see.”  

OK. I think. OK. Where else do I go? I can dream of theater classes. Dream of 

becoming an actress. Back in Boulder. Back home. Because after all, tomorrow is another 

day. 

 

BIENVENUTI HOME 
 

 

“Bienvenuti, home, Patti, Sparky,” Mom says, standing in front of the white 

screen door. “I’m so glad you’re back. I couldn’t live in New York if you paid me. What 

a mess. All that traffic and noise and crazy people. What did you bring back for your 

glorious mother?”  She opens the white screen door, let’s Bobbie out, who jumps up and 

his long black nails, curved like small scythes scratch my legs. I put my suitcase down 

and scratch the top of his head.  

Mom has changed the front door hanging from the witch puppet to a gray and 

white husky dog. The husky used to be a fur mitten with an ice scraper attached to it. She 

holds the screen door open as Dad picks up my suitcase and brings it inside. The screen 

door shuts behind me. Whack. 

“Come on in, Patti,” Mom says, “sit down. Here, you want some tuna, Patti? I’m 

just having some tuna for lunch.” 

“No, thanks, Mom. I’m a vegetarian.” 
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“Oh, but fish is OK. Patti. The big fish swallow up the small fish. So it doesn’t 

matter as much as killing cows. Come on, you look pale. You need some protein.” 

“That’s OK. Mom,” I shove the newspapers and the old telephone book off the 

chair to sit down at the table.  

“I’m going to make some krupuk. Would you like that, Patti?” Dad asks. 

“Yeah, that would be great,” I smile. I look at Dad, washing his hands in the sink. 

I look at Mom for a long time, how she speaks with her hands with her fingers now 

bending with osteoporosis as if wild thoughts are pulling them in too many directions.  

 “Patti, guess what. I got a job as a mystery shopper. I have to go shopping and 

pretend that I’m a customer, but really I’m rating the check out girl’s service. I get $10 

every time I go. I bought a pretty scarf on sale for $1.00. It’s so pretty. I’m supposed to 

bring things back and rate the service on that too. But I don’t want to have to drive all the 

way back to Boulder, so I just make something up on my report and mail it in to the 

company.” While she’s talking I’m thinking about school. How I’ve got to apply for 

college next year, get a job. Maybe I can move to Boulder. Move out, again. 

I watch my Mom. I watch my Dad. I stand up, Lean over her, put my hands on her 

shoulders and my head on hers. “I love you, Mom,” I say. 

Her soft, dry hands reach up and touch me.  

“I love you, too, Patti baby, Sparky pup. I wrote another great poem. Do you want 

to hear it?” I nod and she searches for it in the pile on the kitchen table. 

Dad turns from the sink. I wrap my arms around him, smell the lint of his cotton 

shirts.  

“Read any good books lately, Dad?  ask him. 
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“Yes,” he perks up. “Yes, I’ve got some really neat ones. I think you’ll like them. 

You wouldn’t believe the things that are going to happening this world. The banks, the 

oceans rising.” 

“You believe in all that shit, Albert?” Mom laughs.  My heart clenches. But then 

it let’s go. I smile at Dad. “What foolishness,” Mom continues. “I just think you die and 

go to heaven. Period.” She turns up the volume on the radio when Cyndi Lauper comes 

on with Girls Just Want to Have Fun. 

“I love you, Dad,” I say. 

“I love you, too.” 


