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Chapter 1
1993: Day Two







Anna leans her head over Alejandro’s plate, her black hair falling like a screen across her cheek. She sniffs, her head jittering above the gefilte fish that sits there like a rotten, battered sea sponge. Portia watches her and wonders how many chromosomes come between man and dog.


“Want some?” Alejandro asks. His hair is so dark it almost looks blue. And his eyes are like Anna’s, circles of ink—like overly dilated pupils. Portia thinks that Alejandro and Anna look more alike than Anna and their brother, Emery.


“No fucking way I’m eating that stuff.” Anna sits up straight and picks up the crossword puzzle she’s been working on over dinner.


It is midnight. Louise—Anna, Portia, and Emery’s mother—is in the hospital after having suffered a “massive” heart attack. No one knows if she will live. They spent the evening in Louise’s room, watching her vomit, mopping up blood that spurted from her nose, breathing in the pissy smell from her leaking catheter bag and the sour odor of death mixed with medicine that seeps from her pores. Their father, whom everyone calls Buzzy, brushed her teeth and Emery rubbed scented lotion into her hands and feet, but the stink still remained, as if the air had been stained.


The gefilte fish is the fifth course of the birthday dinner Portia has prepared for Buzzy. The first course was quesadillas: two flour tortillas with slices of Monterey Jack cheese stacked between them, fried in a pan of butter, then topped with cilantro and salsa. Portia used the wrong pan, and the cheese melted out the sides of the tortillas and burned. Four tortillas were lost in the process. That left only enough for each person to have one quesadilla. Emery and Alejandro eat a lot. They would have had three each.


The second course was frozen tofu corn dogs. Remove from package and microwave for two minutes. Emery specifically requested them after the quesadillas were gone. Buzzy fetched the mustard from the refrigerator. The corn dogs were a hit.


The third course was salad. Triple-washed for your convenience. Just open and serve. Anna and Portia had bought the bag of greens at the store earlier that day. Portia dumped the contents into a wooden bowl and brought out a glass jar of Italian dressing. Everyone served themselves, using their hands to dish out portions.


The fourth course was pickles. Chill before serving. Refrigerate after opening. Anna opened the jar and passed it around the table.


And the fifth course was gefilte fish.


They are in Santa Barbara, where the days are so sunny you’d swear a nuclear reactor had exploded. Anna, Portia, and Emery grew up here, but no longer live here. They have each flown in from the East Coast, where they were still wearing weatherproof boots and scarves. Between them, the sisters have left behind two kids, both of whom they passionately love, but neither of whom they currently miss. Anna also left behind her husband.


Anna misses her husband the way you miss gloves on an October day only after you’ve seen a nice pair on someone else’s hands.


When she was changing planes in Denver, Anna thought about taking off her wedding ring. She finds airports stimulating, just like bars: strangers brushing by each other, a certain anonymity within the intimacy of a shared experience. Anna wanted the possibility of a flirtation or chitchat; or maybe she’d collect a business card that she’d throw away before flying home. In the end, she kept the ring on because more overpowering than her thoughts of men in suits, or a guy in jeans carrying a guitar case, were thoughts of her mother. It has been only recently that Anna forgave her mother for a litany of crimes Anna had been carrying in her stomach like a knotted squid. Now that the squid is gone, she is hoping she can enjoy her mother more, they way her sister always does, and the way her brother often does.


Portia brought a pedicure kit with her to Santa Barbara, because the last time she was here, her father warned her that women were getting hepatitis from pedicure instruments, even at the most exclusive salons. She plans to take the pedicure kit to a salon where she will pay a Russian woman who was most likely an engineer or physicist in her own country to use it on her feet. Portia is sure that the Russian will snicker at her fear and say something in her own language to the other overly educated Russian women who are slumped over other American women’s feet. This will not bother Portia, she knows, because the severity of everything that happens these next few days can only be compared to the severity of her mother’s heart attack.


In addition to the weight of Louise’s heart, Portia is also laden with her own malfunctioning heart. Three months ago her husband of seven years, Patrick, left her and their three-year-old daughter to be with a childless, slim woman named Daphne Frank. Daphne Frank wears stiff white blouses and boots that reach her kneecaps. Portia is sure that when her husband yanks those boots off (like removing an épée from its sheath) he sees perfectly pedicured toes. If she were to walk around with chipped toenail polish, Portia would feel that she looked like old leftovers, the ones that have been sitting in the fridge so long no one can identify the once-great meal they came from. Or maybe she’d look like mealy, blanched gefilte fish on a plate.


Emery packed very few clothes for this trip but brought Alejandro. He does not think his mother will die—he feels too young to be someone with a dead mother. It is difficult for Emery to project bad news into the future. This inability is a gift that infuriates Anna. She once told Emery that she wouldn’t believe he was an adult until he had learned to worry, until he had rolled some wretched thought around in his brain so many times that he’d altered the pathways of neurons and the length of telomeres. The truth is Emery did worry about things as a kid, but eventually grew out of it. Anna just never noticed.


Emery has no interest in revisiting worry and growing up on Anna’s terms. His life is just starting: his career is flying forward like a high-speed train; he loves his boyfriend, and they’ve recently decided to have a baby. In fact, one of the reasons Alejandro has come to Santa Barbara with Emery is because they are going to ask Anna and Portia for their eggs to be implanted in a woman they’ve already met. Emery does not worry about his sisters saying no. He hesitates only because he wants to catch them at the right moment, when they’re not fretting over Louise or their own lives, which they both seem to do with some frequency.


“Did you seriously like the gefilte fish?” Anna’s pen is poised above the folded newspaper. She’s staring at Alejandro’s empty plate.


“It’s not bad.” Alejandro smiles, then glances toward Buzzy, who’s leaned over his raised plate, scraping a fork against the last oatmeal-looking smears of fish.


Coyotes howl outside. They all freeze, their heads cocked like alert animals, and listen. Earlier today a bobcat ran in front of the car Anna was driving. It dashed out of the brush and silently bounced, like Tigger in Winnie-the-Pooh, from one side of the road to the other.


Buzzy and Louise live in an umber-colored Spanish stucco house with fresh blue trim on the windows and a red tile roof. There is a barn that is also stucco with blue trim. They are located on a stretch of eighteen mountain acres that abut the Los Padres National Forest. This is not the house Anna, Portia, and Emery grew up in. This is the house Buzzy and Louise bought only five months ago after selling the family home and unloading most of its contents into a giant, dented blue dumpster. The new house is a place that shows its non-family purpose in the same way as a convertible sports car. There are only two bedrooms in the main house and Buzzy and Louise each claim one of them. The barn with the guest quarters (and Louise’s studio) is far enough away that nothing can be heard or seen from one structure to the other.


From Buzzy and Louise’s property you can see the ocean spreading all the way down to Los Angeles, a hundred miles away. Louise loves it up here where, she says, the wind blows fiercer and the sun is more ferocious than in the town tucked at the base of the mountain. The house has a name: Casa del Viento Fuerte—House of the Strong Wind.


After Buzzy and the boys have gone to bed, Portia finds herself alone in the living room, where paintings are hung three-high and the fireplace mantle takes up an entire wall. She has the strangest sensation of being lost. Not lost like when you’re trying to find a specific piazza in Rome, but lost like when you’re a kid in the supermarket and you mistake the mother right in front of you for your mother who has disappeared down another aisle. Portia goes to the kitchen where her sister is, to moor herself, and has to sit to keep the floor from wobbling. She lays her head on the table and lets her thoughts move and gather like a cloud.


“You okay?” Anna asks. She is cleaning out the food in the pantry—throwing away the stuff that looks too old, or simply too disgusting, like a jar of crystallized jam that appears to have knife-scrapes of peanut butter glued to it.


“Do you ever feel sort of wobbly?” Portia asks. Since her husband left, Portia has been thinking that she is a faded, fuzzy outline of herself. And now that her mother may be dying, it seems that even that scant outline is evaporating, like a water painting on a sidewalk.


“No,” Anna says. “Never.” Portia could have answered this question for her sister. She knows that Anna is profoundly fearless compared to Portia’s newborn sensitivity (startled and unsure at any sudden movement). Until her fifth month of pregnancy, Anna was a cop—the unusual kind who actually uses her gun. If their mother dies, Anna will be sad, but she’ll be fine. Portia imagines her sister flying home to Vermont, making lunch for her son, driving to the grocery store thirty miles away, buying three hundred pounds of groceries (triple Anna’s weight), trekking through the snow into the house carrying seven bags at a time, then putting it all away in less than ten minutes. Portia wishes she could be more solid, like her sister. When her husband left, he appeared to pull the bones out of Portia’s body and take them with him.


“I just feel like it would be easier for Mom to die if I had a husband to help me,” Portia says.


Anna puts down a jar of almond butter. “Who buys almond butter?”


“Dad buys it,” Portia says.


“You need to appreciate the fact that you’re not married,” Anna says, and she turns her back to Portia, returning to the contents of the cupboard. “You’re free to fuck whomever you want. You don’t have to do some guy’s laundry. Fewer dishes.”


“Yeah, I’m really lucky.” Portia clunks her head onto her folded arms. She thinks of Disneyland to stop herself from crying. It’s an anti-crying trick she’s been practicing since she was about seven years old.


“Ech,” Anna snorts.


“What?” Portia lifts her head.


“Nothing.” Anna opens a box of Wheat Thins and cautiously puts her hand in to pull a cracker out.


“Do you think this house is sort of scary?” Portia asks.


“No,” Anna says. “Taste this and see if it’s stale.”


Portia takes the cracker, bites into it. It tastes like soft cardboard. “It’s fine,” she says, but really she is thinking about the last time she visited the house and the list she had made of the ten most likely ways to die at Casa del Viento Fuerte:


	
Death by mountain lion: A neighbor’s pony down the road was killed by one last year. And when Portia was eleven, a small boy hiking with his mother in the forest surrounding Casa del Viento Fuerte was snatched and killed by one. Their droppings are a frequent sight during hikes.



	
Death by rattlesnake: Last month Louise deliberately ran over one in the car. She saved the carcass as a souvenir. When Anna and her son, Blue, were visiting three months ago, Louise and Blue were rattled at by a snake outside the barn.



	
Death by falling: Buzzy did fall recently. He was hiking with Louise when he slipped on some moss and tumbled over a precipice. Brushy chaparral bushes growing out from fissures in the side of the cliff broke his fall and he landed on a small sandstone ledge instead of plummeting to the stone bottom a couple stories below.



	
Death by drowning: The stream that runs through the property is usually shallow with big jutting rocks like stepping-stones. But, occasionally, after a season of rains, it becomes surprisingly deep and rapid with a noisy foaming waterfall. Three months after Buzzy and Louise bought the house, a dead bear was found in the stream, apparently drowned.



	
Death by bear: If one drowned, there must be others.



	
Death by earthquake: When Portia was a teenager, she was lying naked with her boyfriend in a cave that was carved out of the side of a massive rock wall. Portia asked, “What do you think would happen if there were an earthquake right now?” Her boyfriend said, “This cave would collapse and we’d be crushed to death.” A moment later the ground was sliding back and forth, as if they were sitting on a platform on wheels. The boyfriend scrambled out of the cave, abandoning Portia to her fate. The cave didn’t collapse, but the ledge they had been sitting on a few minutes before they had crawled into the cave broke off and smashed to the ground a hundred feet below.



	
Death by bullet: There’s very little crime in Santa Barbara, but there’s a rifle club in the nearby national forest. If one were to hike to the far end of Buzzy and Louise’s property and someone from the rifle club wandered away from the target areas, it is conceivable that one could be hit by a stray bullet.



	
Death by fire: Months go by in Santa Barbara with no rain, and in the summer the hot Santa Ana winds blow through town like spirits on a rampage. In the last three decades there have been three devastating fires in the vicinity of Casa del Viento Fuerte. Buzzy and Louise keep only two mountain bikes in the garage, to be used on the trails in case the road to the house is closed by fire.



	
Death by falling rock: There are three yellow diamond-shaped signs on the drive up to Casa del Viento Fuerte, all with two simple words: Falling Rock. Often, a boulder the size of a Volkswagen will appear where nothing was the day before. No one’s been hit by one yet, but Portia can’t imagine it will never happen.



	
Death by sailing over a cliff in a car: When Buzzy was teaching Emery how to drive, he said, “The key to driving is to be able to look at everything all around you while still keeping the car where it has to be.” Buzzy is famous for noticing things as they pass, then turning and looking out the back window of the car as he zooms forward down the mountain road. When Portia imagines Buzzy driving her mother to the hospital, she thinks that at that moment Louise’s chances of dying from a car wreck were probably equal to her chances of dying from the heart attack.




In fact, death by heart attack never even made it to the list.














Chapter 2
1968







This is what Portia remembers of the house in Ann Arbor: White clapboard colonial with green shutters set against the endlessly gray Michigan sky. Inside, everything was as neat and fresh as if it were brand-new, even though nothing was brand-new—the house had been furnished with antiques that Louise had polished or refinished or stripped and painted. On the walls were etchings and paintings Louise had found in antique stores or at art shows and matted and framed herself. The kitchen smelled like Pine-Sol and gleamed with light bouncing from all the flat surfaces. And Louise herself looked like she had stepped out of the Simplicity catalogue—in fact, all the clothes she wore were sewn by her own hands from patterns out of the Simplicity catalogue. Anna and Portia wore Louise’s creations as well—and when she was particularly inspired, Louise would bend over the foot-pump Singer sewing machine, a cigarette dangling neatly from her red lips, and put together matching dresses for herself and her daughters.


Buzzy had friends at the law office and he and Louise often threw dinner parties. Louise complained that Buzzy always seemed to have more fun at their parties than she. He didn’t mind if people stayed late, smoking in the living room, while Louise tended to the dishes in the kitchen, smoking her cigarettes alone.


Louise had two friends in the neighborhood, Lucy and Maggie, both of whom were fans of Louise’s poetry, which had been published in the Ann Arbor News, and of her art, black charcoal sketches she’d work on in the kitchen once everyone had gone to bed. Lucy had heavy-hooded eyes and a slow, almost-Southern way of speaking. She liked antique shopping with Louise, and she liked refinishing furniture as well. She had two small children and was married to the man who was the father of the older child. The newborn was the child of the man with whom she was having an affair. Portia, who was often so quiet and still the adults forgot she was in the room, overheard Lucy tell Louise that whenever her husband played with the baby or held him, Lucy would watch them closely to see if either one knew he wasn’t related to the other. And when the baby was asleep in his crib, she’d bend over and whisper in his ear, “That man is not your father. Your father is much kinder.” This, of course, led Portia to wonder about her own father—a fear that was assuaged only when a neighbor pointed out that she and Buzzy had amber-brown eyes that were so similar you could swap them and neither one would look different.


And then there was Maggie. She was redheaded and smart. Portia heard her complain about doing housework with her Ph.D. in English while her husband, who only had a master’s degree, taught at the local high school. Maggie wasn’t good with her hands the way Louise and Lucy were, but she was a good talker, so while Louise and Lucy tried to repair a foot pump melodeon organ that Louise had found at a flea market, Maggie sat by and talked and talked and talked . . . about what she was reading, about what she had read, about what she would write if she ever had time to write. Portia had always thought Maggie’s little speeches weren’t nearly as interesting as Lucy’s.


When Anna was seven and Portia was four and a half, just before Emery was born, the girls started spending time with the Cloud children who lived across the street. Aaron Cloud was Anna’s age, Gregor Cloud was Portia’s age, and Sissy Cloud was younger than Portia. Sissy was always seen dragging her grayed, spit-shined blanket behind her as she followed her brothers.


Portia recoiled from the chaos of the Cloud house, while her sister thrived in it. The carpet in the living room scared Portia—there were smashed putty discs of old gum, and peanut-butter-and-jelly smears that changed color depending on how long they’d been there. Even the sounds of the house seemed chaotic. When the Chitty Chitty Bang Bang soundtrack played on the turntable and Anna, Aaron, Sissy, and Gregor sang at full voice, they would create a swirling, spinning world of daring, noise, and motion. Mr. Cloud often slept right through this ruckus—a fat, crumpled heap of a man who appeared to be part of the couch cushions he slept on.


A favorite game of the Cloud kids and Anna was to take a running start from one end of the room and leap over the couch and Mr. Cloud without waking him up. Anna and Aaron could both achieve this feat from the backside of the couch. Gregor and Sissy Cloud would approach from the cushion side, stepping one foot on the edge of the cushion before propelling themselves up and over. Sissy often fell and tumbled onto the pillow of her father, but even that rarely woke him. If Portia were there (whisper-singing with her head dropped, as if that would make her invisible), Anna often grabbed her, placed Portia at the proper distance, then pushed from behind to get her going on the couch-jumping game. Portia always took off running, then veered off around the couch. She feared landing on Mr. Cloud and didn’t want to risk having to touch him: his chalky, elephant-skinned elbows, his gelatinous belly that pushed out above his pants, his wet-looking face that caved to the side like a fallen cake.


In fact, there were few things Portia was willing to try with her sister and the Clouds. She wouldn’t shimmy down the rope that hung from the attic window to the tree branch that stood about two stories high; she wouldn’t stand at the base of the tree and catch the Playboy magazines that were tossed down from the army trunk in the third floor where Anna and Aaron discovered them; she wouldn’t eat the wormhole-pocked crab apples from the neighbor’s tree; nor would she walk over to Steve Bologna’s house and put a piece of bologna in his mailbox. She wouldn’t light fires in the basement using bricks that were found in the backyard as a fire pit; she wouldn’t sit in the windowless basement with the lights off so that it was pitch-black and listen to Aaron and Anna tell ghost stories; and she wouldn’t run around the neighborhood after dark, climbing sharp-edged wire fences to cut through one backyard after another in search of phantoms and stray cats.


The winter Emery was born, Louise told her daughters she wanted them out of the house more, out of the way, so she could sleep when the baby slept. This was not a problem for Anna, who roamed the neighborhood in snow past her waist; in fact, if anything, it created a complication that made Anna’s outdoor adventures more exciting. Portia didn’t want to go out in the snow, so she hid in her room, silently reading or playing with dolls. She knew if she didn’t ask her mother for anything, not even a glass of water, she could stay inside forever.


When spring came, Portia did, however, leave the house. She went on a picnic with the Cloud family. Louise had insisted.


“They were nice enough to invite you,” Louise said, “so you should be nice enough to go.” She was spread across an armchair like an elegant bird, holding a suckling Emery at her breast.


Portia went upstairs and changed into a red-checked puff-sleeved dress her mother had sewn for her. It reminded her of pictures of picnics, and girls in magazine ads for pies and pastries. It was what she imagined to be the perfect dress for a Sunday in the park.


As she had never been on an actual picnic, Portia’s understanding of one was that it included a wicker basket to hold the food and a red plaid blanket to sit on. When the Cloud family loaded a giant green Hefty trash bag into the way-back of their station wagon, she realized that packaging was not what made an event.


Anna and Aaron shared the front seat with Mr. Cloud who drove, one hand on the wheel and one dangling out the window as if it were a prosthetic arm that had to remain straight. Mrs. Cloud, with her hair in a whorled hive on her head, sat in the back seat between Portia and Sissy. Gregor sat in the way-back with the Hefty bag.


“I’m hungry,” Gregor said, and he tried to untie the garbage bag so he could start eating right then.


Mrs. Cloud, who had the reaction time of teenaged boy playing pinball, whipped around in her seat and slapped his arm. “You’ll eat when we get there!” she said, and she stayed turned in her seat to make sure Gregor stayed put.


“I want fried chicken!” Gregor said, and Anna and Aaron, upon hearing his plea, began to clap their hands on beat and repeat over and over again, “I WANT FRIED CHICKEN, I WANT FRIED CHICKEN, I WANT FRIED CHICKEN . . .” When Sissy joined in, the noise was so loud and screechy that Portia began to feel a little nauseous. Then Anna upped the sound again, by lifting her knobby knees and stomping her feet on the dash with the beat. Aaron’s legs were too long for him to stomp on the dash, so he pounded his feet on the floor, making the car vibrate so strongly it felt like the brake was being tapped. Mr. Cloud didn’t seem to notice the uproar and Mrs. Cloud, who kept her eyes trained on her son, didn’t seem to care.


Portia slumped against the door and let her mind go somewhere else as she waited for it all to pass: the fracas, the sense of danger that being with the Clouds always presented, the slapping machine of Mrs. Cloud.


When they reached the park, Aaron and Sissy burst out of the car, screaming, “FRIED CHICKEN, FRIED CHICKEN, FRIED CHICKEN.” Gregor flipped over the seat from the way-back to the back, his foot grazing Portia’s cheek and tangling momentarily in his mother’s hair. “Get!” Mrs. Cloud screamed, slapping his legs as he slid across the seat and out the door. “GET OUT!”


Portia stepped out of the car and hovered nearby as Mr. Cloud unloaded the plastic sack from the way-back. She didn’t know where her sister and the Cloud kids had run off to—it was a big park, with massive branchy trees obscuring the hilly vista—and she didn’t want to get lost. The best course of action, Portia thought, would be to stick close to the people with the car keys.


They walked to a patch of thistly grass where Mrs. Cloud spread out a white chenille bedspread under a tree. Mrs. Cloud grunted when she kneeled down on the bedspread, as if it took effort to simply lower herself. Mr. Cloud sat beside her, then lay on his back, his stomach rising up like the landscape.


“Beer,” Mr. Cloud said and he waved his hand around as if one would magically appear.


“Damn, I left them in the car.” Mrs. Cloud stood and started to walk back to the car. Portia followed her a few steps behind. She had never spoken to Mr. Cloud before and didn’t want to wait on the bedspread alone with him. Before she reached the parking lot, Mrs. Cloud turned and looked back at Portia. “Why don’t you go play with the kids?”


“I don’t know where they are,” Portia said. She pulled on the hem of her checked dress, to straighten it over her white fleshy thighs.


“So find them.” Mrs. Cloud clapped her hands like she was shooing a squirrel. Portia scurried back to the bedspread, then beyond it to the nearest large tree. She hid behind the trunk, peeking out on Mr. Cloud so she could be sure he wouldn’t drive away without her.


Mrs. Cloud returned with a six-pack of Schlitz. She sat on the bedspread and ripped two beers off the cardboard cuff. She popped the metal tab off one and flicked it onto the grass. Mr. Cloud lifted his hand and kept it there until Mrs. Cloud put the opened beer in it. Portia was amazed that he didn’t need to sit up to drink. Mr. Cloud simply tilted his weighty head forward and lifted the can to his lips, lapping at the beer without pause. When he was done, he dropped his head back and released the empty can on the bedspread beside himself.


Portia felt lonely and scared. She worried that she’d blink and her ride home would be gone. She wanted to sit down, but thought she’d need to take a running start to make it to the car should the Clouds suddenly decide to leave. More than anything, she wanted to be home with Louise, sitting beside her, reading a book or just nestling into the soft spot between her arm and breast.


Portia’s heart fluttered with relief when she heard the cacophony of Anna, Aaron, Gregor, and Sissy, still chanting “FRIED CHICKEN” as they speed-skipped through the park, dodging trees, other picnickers, and small children. They skidded to a stop at the bedspread and surrounded the Hefty bag, whose neck was held tight in Mrs. Cloud’s fist.


Portia ran out from the tree and stood beside her sister.


“FRIED CHICKEN, FRIED CHICKEN, FRIED CHICKEN,” Anna screamed, stomping her scrawny, dark legs.


“As soon as you all settle down, I’ll give you some fried chicken!” Mrs. Cloud said.


“Order in the court!” Aaron started, and all the kids, except Portia, who recited the words in her head, joined in. “Order in the court! The monkey wants to speak! The monkey wants to speak! Let the monkey speak! Let the monkey speak!” Portia had never tried to discern the meaning of this chant. It was just something the Cloud kids said regularly. Anna loved it and would often demand that Portia stomp her feet and say it with her when Anna and Portia were marching off to bed.


“Okay, okay, enough already!” Mrs. Cloud had a little smirk on her face. An idea shifted into Portia’s mind just then, a discovery: wacko, smelly, loud children aren’t nearly as wacko, smelly, and loud to their mothers.


“Dippity-do!” Sissy shouted.


“DIPPITY-DO, DIPPITY-DO,” the kids easily slid into a new chant. Mrs. Cloud put Dippity-do in Sissy’s hair after every washing. Everyone in the neighborhood knew her as the Dippity-do Girl.


“All right, now! I’ve really had enough!” Mrs. Cloud moved onto her knees as the kids settled in a circle around her. Portia squeezed in beside Anna, who elbowed her away.


Mrs. Cloud unwound the metal twisty that held the bag shut, opened the bag, and peered inside. “Goddamnit!” she yelled, and she turned and slapped her sleeping husband on his beefy calf. “You took the goddamned trash! I told you the food was in the trash bag on the counter! On the counter! But you took the godammned trash instead!”


Aaron, Gregor, and Anna scrambled onto their knees to look into the trash bag. Mr. Cloud sat up and rubbed his eyes the way little kids do when they awaken from naps. Eric pulled out a bloody piece of brown paper that had probably wrapped the chicken before it was cooked. He flung the paper in the air and it landed across Sissy’s face, sticking there like an octopus. Sissy screamed and started crying; her mother pulled off the paper, then tossed it onto the grass. A stink was emanating from the bag—sour and foggy and unlike anything in Anna and Portia’s tidy house, where Buzzy took the trash out to the alleyway can every evening after supper.


Sissy’s crying was increasing in volume. Mr. Cloud raised his head. “Well, if there isn’t any goddamned fried chicken, then let’s go home.”


Mrs. Cloud got up and shooed everyone off the bedspread with her foot. Mr. Cloud went through a series of grunting, stilted movements, and eventually he was standing. Once Mr. Cloud had stepped aside, Mrs. Cloud yanked the bedspread up from beneath the trash, causing the bag to tilt on its side and belch out a small pile of detritus. She picked up the remaining four beers and marched toward the car. Portia grabbed her sister’s hand so she wouldn’t be left behind, but Anna shook it off and quickly ran ahead to catch up with Aaron. Anna always made it clear that having Portia along was like trying to ride a bike with your foot pressed back on the brake pedal.


When they got home, Anna went into the Cloud house with Aaron, Gregor, and Sissy, while Portia went next door to Mrs. White’s house. Mrs. White was a seventy-eight-year-old widow who looked like the old ladies in storybooks: gray hair in a bun, buttoned-up dress, crinkle-eyed smile. She was the only person on the block, other than Buzzy and Louise, who, Portia thought, was of reasonably sound mind. Mrs. White appeared to like her visits, as she’d make Portia tea with lots of sugar and milk and she’d get out her stuffed, knit monkey for Portia to play with. They usually sat on the screened front porch and watched Anna and the Cloud kids scramble by like a pack of wild dogs. But sometimes, Mrs. White would let Portia go into her extra bedroom upstairs, where there was a black antique dresser whose drawers she was allowed to explore. In one drawer were paper-wrapped soaps with different labels and smells. In another drawer were hand-crocheted doilies, and the blue cotton nursing cap Mrs. White had worn during the Second World War. In another drawer were clothes for the stuffed monkey—long and narrow like him, and even an array of hats that would fit over his round, knitted ears.


On the hottest week in August three events occurred in the neighborhood, each so startling it seemed impossible that they would overlap without somehow being a reflex of the same trigger: the oppressive humidity or the moon looking fuller than it had ever been.


The first event was that Maggie, Louise’s friend, had a baby and decided it was the Messiah. When her husband took the baby away from her one night (he thought the presence of the child was causing her hysteria), she walked into the bathroom, picked up the bottle of Drano, and drank it.


The second event was that Gregor Cloud lit Sissy Cloud on fire when he was striking a match (for fun) after her hair had been slathered with Dippity-do.


And the third event was that Mrs. White died in her sleep (with a smile on her face, Louise told her daughters).


Everyone but Mrs. White miraculously survived.


Anna seemed unfazed when Louise told the girls about Maggie. This didn’t surprise Portia, as her sister had always said that Maggie was a crazy lady whom their mother should never let in the house. But the Sissy Cloud tragedy had enraptured Anna, who liked to tell the story over and over again, each time embellishing the details (Sissy’s whole head was a giant fireball and the flames were leaping around her, lighting the trees on fire and burning off all her clothes so that she was standing there buck-naked when the firemen finally came!) until Portia would start crying with fear. When it came to Mrs. White’s death, Anna was sweet and gentle with her sister.


“It is weird that your best friend was an old lady,” Anna whispered into Portia’s ear as she lay in bed the night of the death. “But it’s still sad.” Portia nodded her head. She had stopped talking since she heard the news. It wasn’t a deliberate, willful mutism; it was simpler than that. She felt hollow and quiet and no longer had an interest in talking.


“If you want to sleep with me tonight, you can,” Anna said, and she pulled down the covers and helped her sister pad out of bed and across the hall to her own room where she directed Portia into the puddle of blankets at the foot of her bed.


Buzzy and Louise didn’t worry much about Portia’s silence, but Louise was kind enough to discontinue the forced play time at the Cloud house. And she allowed Portia to stay with her continuously, even bringing her along on the day she visited Maggie in the hospital (Portia had wanted to visit Sissy Cloud—now bald as a bare butt, according to her brothers—but she had been transferred to a hospital in Detroit). Louise brought Maggie a Life magazine and a box-wrapped red lipstick in a gold-ridged case.


Maggie was sleeping when they got to her room. She looked like a human appliance. Ropes and wires extended from all parts of her body and were plugged into machines that were plugged into the wall. Louise sat on the chair beside her bed, pulled a cigarette out of her snap-shut pocketbook, and lit it up. Portia sat on her mother’s lap and stared down at Maggie’s face and neck. Her flesh appeared surprisingly normal. And then she woke up, her eyes flashing at Louise, and she parted her lips and tried to smile. Her mouth, or what had been a mouth, was black and jagged, like a charcoaled cave. And she couldn’t speak, she indicated, as she halfway lifted a wired-up hand and pointed to her throat. Portia wanted to point to her throat, too, to tell her that she, too, had stopped talking, but she didn’t.


“I brought you lipstick,” Louise said, and she held her cigarette in her mouth as she opened the package, took out the tube and twisted until the waxy, red fin rose up. “Should I put it on you?”


Maggie nodded, and so Louise nudged Portia off her lap, handed her the cigarette to hold, then leaned over and wiped lipstick on what Portia now saw were shredded, ripped lips. The lipstick caught in the nooks like plaster on lattice board. Louise tried to smooth it out with a second coat, then gave up, twisted the lipstick down into its tube, and put the lid on.


“We’re moving to California,” Louise said, taking back her cigarette. It was the first Portia had ever heard of this. “Buzzy has a job at a big up-and-coming firm in Santa Barbara.”


A tear ran down Maggie’s face.


“You’ll be fine,” Louise said. “We’ll all be fine.”


Maggie tried to speak but all that came out was a hoarse whispery bark.


“California,” Louise said, with a puff of smoke, and Portia couldn’t stop smiling.














Chapter 3
Day Three







There are six cats and two dogs at Casa del Viento Fuerte. Three of the cats live in the barn. The other cats and the dogs live in the house. Each animal is neurotic in some way. Emery suspects that his mother loves the animals more than she loves her children. Buzzy, who had allergies and asthma in his twenties and thirties, has apparently grown used to the animals Louise started bringing into the house once Emery left for college.


Anna continually yells at the black lab, Jasmine. She is so extreme that Emery feels embarrassed by her in front of Alejandro. He thinks she sounds like an abusive mother from a straight-to-video movie. When Jasmine slinks over to a bowl of cat food in the laundry room, Anna snaps, “Jasmine, you sick fuck! Get your binge-and-purge ass out of here!” Emery feels somewhat sorry for Jasmine, with her slanted trot and mucousy eyes. But he can’t bring himself to touch her as each stroke lets loose weightless piles of black hair that smell like wet wool. Occasionally he’ll lift his leg and pet her on the ass with the bottom of his shoe, but that’s the best he can do. The yellow lab, Gumba, is completely ignored.


Emery and Alejandro are both cat people. At home they have a tiger-striped cat named Little Ricky. Little Ricky is far sweeter than Louise’s cats, but Emery tries not to compare him to them so he can give whatever cat-love he has inside of himself to Louise’s cats. He tries to love the dwarfed black-and-white cat whose name is Little Carl White and who lives under the stairs and won’t let anyone pet him. And the slim gray barn cat, Fweddy, whose meow sounds like the word Ma, which Louise claims he’s saying. And the old bony gray cat, Lefty, who climbs on laps and shoulders uninvited. And even Maggie Bucks, the fat, cross-eyed Siamese, who hangs out in the food cupboard and sleeps above the kitchen ceiling in the rafters. Maggie Bucks is Louise’s favorite. Perhaps appropriately, she seems the most distressed by Louise’s absence and has taken to pissing on Louise’s bed, where Portia has been sleeping, and shitting on the couch, where Anna has been sleeping. Alejandro and Emery are staying in the modernized guest quarters on the second floor of the barn. They don’t let the barn cats up there and so have not had their lodgings pissed or shat on; the first floor of the barn, however, has cat shit scattered across it like land mines, while the litter box remains clean and the miles and miles of surrounding mountains contain nary a shit from the Casa del Viento Fuerte cats.


It has occurred to Emery that maybe Maggie Bucks is tormenting his sisters because they torment her. Portia claims she hates Maggie Bucks because Maggie Bucks is a narcissistic brat. On the morning of Day Three, when Portia opens the cupboard and finds Maggie Bucks perched among the Grape-Nuts boxes and jars of gefilte fish and saltines that have been pushed back so as to give her a ledge to sit on, Portia begins speaking for the cat, saying what she believes Maggie Bucks is thinking. Emery, who is sitting at the kitchen table reading the paper, assumes that Portia is giving her a cartoon-like Asian accent because the cat is Siamese.


“What you do here, Connecticut Girl?! Smoker Lady no here! Smoker Lady in hospital! You go home now! You go back to Greenwich! I no want you here, Connecticut Girl!”


Emery laughs.


“Sorry, bitch,” Portia says, in her own voice, “I’m hanging around until Smoker Lady comes home.” Emery’s glad the cat can’t understand his sister, as bitch seems far too harsh a word for this fat, velvety cat.


“No one want you here!” the voice of Maggie Bucks says. “I piss on you bed! I spray stinky piss-spray all over you pillow! Don’t you know what stinky-piss spray mean?! It mean go away, snotty Connecticut Girl! No one want you here!”


Emery laughs again, then gets up and pets the cat in case the strength of his sister’s voice scares her.


By the end of Day Three, Portia is so compulsive about speaking in Maggie Buck’s voice when she sees her that Emery barely notices she’s doing it.


The term “Smoker Lady,” however, has caught on with the whole family, as a forty-year, two-pack-a-day habit is surely the single greatest factor in this heart attack. There are cigarettes, ashtrays, and cigarette butts everywhere in the house. There are burn holes like tiny craters scattered across the upholstery of Louise’s car. In Buzzy’s new car, a German luxury auto that he has finally given himself permission to buy (he always felt expensive cars were frivolous, and wouldn’t even drive this new car for a couple weeks because he found it embarrassing), there is a cigarette tip–sized divot on the front corner of the leather passenger seat. Emery was fingering it on the way to the hospital one day, the way one might finger an acne scar or a scab, and noticed Buzzy visibly wincing, although his father would never complain about such a thing. Buzzy has continually tolerated Louise’s smoking, just as he’s tolerated her bossiness and insistence that he be home for dinner each night by five-thirty. Emery’s always thought that Buzzy gives in to Louise too easily. Sometimes when he’s home, he wants to take a side in his parents’ arguments, and the side he always wants to take is his father’s.


No one can figure out what to do about the cigarettes in the house.


“Smoker Lady will be furious if you throw them away,” Buzzy says.


They are at the kitchen table eating dinner: Greek salad, pita bread, hummus, and microwave gyros that Anna and Portia bought on the way home from the hospital.


“But she can NEVER smoke again,” Anna says. She is using her right hand to pick out cucumber wedges from her salad. They are lined up in an arc along the rim of her plate. Emery watches Anna and wonders if she is going to eat the cucumbers or eat everything but the cucumbers. Portia is shoving cucumbers and tomatoes into the pita and making a sandwich.


“She needs to decide that on her own,” Emery says. “We can’t make that decision for her.” Emery and Alejandro also smoke, although now that Louise is not in the house, Emery’s sisters insist that they go outside to do it. Emery is a grown person who owns his own apartment in New York, yet he listens to these women as if he’s their child. And sometimes he feels like he is their child.


“Well,” Anna says to Alejandro. “What do you think?” When Anna stares at Alejandro for too long, Emery wonders if she has sexual feelings for him. His sister seems to have no filter when it comes to whom she finds attractive. And Alejandro’s exactly the type Anna has always fallen for: straight black hair, square face, a sexy, slim gap between his two front teeth.


They all wait for Alejandro’s reply. He tilts his head, takes a deep breath.


“You don’t have to throw the cigarettes away,” he says, pausing. “Emery and I will take them.”


“You two have GOT to stop smoking!” Anna says. She starts eating the row of cucumbers one by one. Emery puts his cucumbers in some pita, like Portia did.


“Jesus Christ,” Buzzy says. “Look at your mother! Do you really want to continue smoking?”


“Actually,” Emery says, “we’re planning on stopping soon.” He stares at Alejandro, but says nothing. Emery is not sure if this is the right to time to ask his sisters for their eggs. The woman who is going to carry the baby suggested he ask in the most matter-of-fact way possible, as if he were asking for the keys to a car. He trusts this woman; there is even a way in which he loves her, sort of like the way he loves his sisters. She is about Anna’s age and already has three kids with whom she stays home. Her name is Lynn, and she is sturdy, healthy, and smiles when she talks. She doesn’t drink or smoke and she doesn’t really exercise other than stepping in and out of her Subaru and walking down to the basement to do laundry. Lynn lives in New Jersey; Emery’s doctor introduced them. He and Alejandro are paying her fifteen thousand dollars to carry the baby. She says she’s doing it because she and her husband need the money, but she also claims that she’s doing it because it’s her way of creating something good for someone else. Lynn says she enjoys her own children so much she wants everyone to have the opportunity to be a parent.


When Emery can’t sleep at night he worries about children who need to be adopted. But two agencies that he and Alejandro went to would not consider gay men. And the one agency that agreed to take them would keep them at the eternal end of the list—so it wouldn’t be until every straight couple had a baby that they would be in the running.


The fertility doctor in New York has no problem helping them make a baby. Emery suspects that the doctor himself is gay, although he mentioned his wife at least four times in their two meetings. He’s handsome, a sandpapery beard on his face, forearms like bowling pins. The doctor said, “This is bigger than marriage.” And Emery believes him. He imagines it’s like getting his and Alejandro’s torsos sewn together into a version of Chang and Eng, the famous Siamese twins. Emery loves Alejandro, he loves him the way people love breathing, or sleeping—Alejandro is necessary to Emery’s life, and good for him. So Emery is not worried about the fact that they will soon be conjoined.


Alejandro kicks Emery under the table to nudge him about the eggs. Emery opens his mouth to speak, but the words won’t come out. They are stuck in this throat like a lineup of golf balls.


“Well, when the fuck are you planning on quitting?” Anna asks, and she gets up and clears her plate. Her moods come on so strongly and quickly that sometimes it’s hard to figure out what the trigger is. No one knows if Anna is upset right now because Emery smokes or because their mother has just had a heart attack.


“About nine months from now. Maybe forty weeks.” Alejandro is dropping clues like a crumb trail and Emery is refusing to even look down and see that they’re there.


“Nine months?” Buzzy asks. “Why nine months? Quit now! Quit tomorrow. Quit today.”


“We definitely will, Dad,” Emery says. “The timing has to be right.” Emery drills his eyes into Alejandro. Now is not the time to ask for eggs. His oldest sister’s in a bitchy mood and the other one seems spaced out and dreamy.


“Maybe the time will be right in about forty weeks.” Alejandro won’t give up. If they were alone, Emery would leap across the table and tackle him. Maybe he’d bite him on the neck. Just for fun. Sort of.


“I hope Mom’s alive in forty weeks,” Portia says. Other than speaking for the cat, it’s the first thing she’s said tonight. Emery wishes she’d start talking like Maggie Bucks again. He rather laugh than consider his mother’s death.














Chapter 4
1969–1973







Anna was profoundly disappointed when Portia started talking again. She had enjoyed the silence, the absence of stupid questions about freckles, people with missing limbs, blind people, dog dreams, why flowers smell, and was there a starting point to infinity. Portia first spoke the day they readied the long, blue station wagon for the drive to California.


“I’m sitting behind Dad,” Anna had said. And then Portia announced, as if she’d been yakking for days, “Fine with me. I’m sitting behind Mom.”


Emery’s playpen was put in the way-back, loaded with stacking blocks, books, and a fire truck that he liked to bang against the bars of the playpen and the windows of the car. At nine months old, he had started walking and was balanced enough to walk around the playpen even while the car was moving. Anna thought Emery looked like a turtle. It was not because he was slow; in fact, he was constantly in motion—rolling, climbing, jumping. But his face had a sweet turtle look to it: a smooth gap between his upper lip and his nose, big round eyes, and tufts of blond hair sticking up that looked more like the hair on a turtle (if a turtle ever were to have hair) than on a human.


The girls had coloring books, crayons, drawing pads, colored pencils, books to read, and yarn sewing kits with big-holed mesh screens in which they could sew designs and patterns. Neither of them wore her seatbelt, and they slid around the bench seat freely, often flipping around completely to play with Emery in his cage.


The few times Emery got carsick he was careful not to vomit in his playpen (like a dog who won’t soil his kennel) and instead leaned over the top bar and hurled onto one of his sisters. It seemed that no matter how much Louise scrubbed and rinsed the car and her daughters’ shoulders and hair, the smell of vomit remained, mixed with smell of cigarettes, indelibly staining the stale car air.


They sang for hours each day during the week of driving. Buzzy taught the kids songs from camp when he was a boy: “The Cannibal King,” and “Dip, Dip, and Swing,” a canoeing song that he would croon as if it were a love song. Anna and Portia choreographed hand motions for “If I Had a Hammer,” and they were particularly fond of singing the theme from the Romeo and Juliet movie that had come out that year. But the song everyone liked best was “California Here I Come,” a song that at once delighted and intrigued Anna. She wondered about those “Golden Gates” that were begged to be opened in the closing lines. In her imagination, California was some walled principality that could be entered only through a pair of towering golden-grilled gates, manned, of course, by uniformed men with gold, fringed shoulder pads, and hats with fur and a chin strap.


It was so sunny in Santa Barbara that it was hard to remember the dullness of an overcast sky. Everything looked fresh, clean, neatly outlined, brightly colored. It was as if the world in Ann Arbor had been viewed on a puny, grainy, black-and-white television, and now, in Santa Barbara, the world was broadcast in living color across a bright forty-two-inch screen.


The new house was in a recently developed suburb with three-car-garage houses and sidewalks as white as teeth. Like many of their neighbors, they had a kidney-shaped pool whose blue-painted bottom was as bright as the endless blue sky. Louise claimed they had the best house in the tract because they were at the top of their cul-de-sac, at the top of a hill, perched above the lemon orchard that abutted the development and went on as far as you could see: acres and acres of uniform round trees. When the pickers came they’d sing in Spanish. Anna and Portia both slept with their bedroom windows open and often woke up to the sweet sounds of harmonized Mexican folk songs. Small propeller planes would fly overhead and spray the orchard for Mediterranean fruit flies. Louise always said Anna, Portia, and Emery weren’t allowed to swim in the pool for twenty-four hours after the planes had sprayed. That was an inconvenience, but other than that, no one complained about the spraying; they didn’t even come indoors while they did it.


Buzzy and Louise had a bathroom off their bedroom with a double sink and vanity that were open to the room. With the plush, gold shag carpet leading all the way to the sink, the room looked luxurious to Anna, the kind of bedroom movie stars might have. The girls each had their own bedrooms on the second floor but shared a bathroom. They had walk-in closets that were deep enough to play in, and windows that slid sideways on a track, as opposed to the old, painted windows on the house in Ann Arbor, which only Buzzy had been strong enough to open. Emery had his own bedroom and bathroom on the first floor with a window that looked out to the long front porch framed with three stucco arches.


The neighborhood was packed with kids. Between their cul-de-sac and the two streets below it, there were two girls Anna’s age and seven girls Portia’s age. Both of Anna’s friends had sparkling clean homes. No one had a mother or father who slept on the couch in the day, no one had gum or peanut butter in the living room carpet that would freak out her easily terrorized little sister. Anna quickly concluded that the people in Santa Barbara would never confuse a trash bag for a picnic basket.


In fact, it wasn’t until they lived in California that Anna realized that Buzzy and Louise were unlike most people. Suddenly she saw her parents in sharp relief against the beautifully tanned, perfectly coiffed parents of her friends. Louise refused to go to coffee with the other mothers and talk about ironing (which she claimed was all they talked about), and she and Buzzy never showed up at neighborhood parties or ice cream socials at the elementary school. The walls in their living room were covered from floor to ceilings with bookshelves, whereas Anna’s friends’ living rooms had gold-framed paintings of ships, the ocean, and fields of flowers. None of her friends even had yogurt in the house, while Buzzy fermented his own yogurt using fresh fruit from the lemon trees, lime trees, guava tree, and banana tree in the backyard. (When their lemons weren’t ripe, and if they needed one, Anna or Emery—Portia was too fleshy and slow—would hop the backyard fence and snatch one from the orchard.) Buzzy also threw pots on the kick wheel that sat near the pool on the back patio; he often left the house with splatters of dry clay on his forehead and arms. Both Buzzy and Louise meditated, attended aura-reading parties, and went to the nude beach. And by the second year in California, Louise was enjoying homegrown marijuana, which Buzzy farmed with the passion and sensitivity of an orchid grower.


In short, Anna thought her parents were total freaks.


The year Anna was eleven, Portia was eight, and Emery was three, Louise decided she quit being a housewife. Anna was playing Parcheesi with her sister on the family room floor when Louise told them.


“Portia, Anna,” Louise said, and she began searching through the little piles of papers, mail, phone books, and pencils that covered from end to end the white tile counter that separated the kitchen from the family room.


“Yeah?” Portia asked. Anna looked at her freckle-faced sister, her white, hairless flesh, her wispy brown hair that shone like corn silk. As much as she often hated her, she could understand why her parents were always pawing at her with hugs and kisses: the girl was like a pastry or a sweet. She looked edible.


Anna was as small as Portia. But she was all muscle and sinew, as if she were made of telephone cables. No one ever wanted to pinch telephone cables. She rolled the dice and ignored her mother.


“Come here,” Louise said. She continued to shift things around. Portia pushed her doughy rump up and went to the counter. She moved aside an empty box that had held ten Hot Wheels racing cars and handed her mother the pack of unfiltered Camel cigarettes she was most likely looking for.


“I quit.” Louise tapped out a cigarette, then lit it from the pack of matches she kept tucked in the cellophane wrapper. She had grown her hair long at a time when mothers didn’t have long hair. And she didn’t wear makeup—a habit that made her look fresher and more alive than the other mothers. Anna hated it when Portia said that their mother looked like a movie star—she hated that her sister couldn’t see the drop-out anarchist mentality their mother conveyed through her hippie clothes. And it really drove Anna crazy when she witnessed Louise opening the front door to the Fuller Brush Man or the Avon Lady and they asked Louise, “Is your mother home?” What kind of a mother didn’t look like a mother?! One like Louise, Anna supposed, who only wore wide, drapey bell-bottoms, cork platform shoes, and flowing silk shirts with no bra. In her ears were always two gold hoops that hung almost to her shoulders. Anna knew that people in other parts of town dressed like Louise. But no one in their neighborhood did. They lived in a place of pantsuits, helmets of hair, waxy lipstick, sensible sneakers. Anna didn’t know any mother who worked, or did art. At least her parents weren’t divorced, Anna thought. The only person she knew who had divorced parents was Molly Linkle, a girl who was so fat she wore bras that made her breasts look like cones and shopped in the Ladies’ Department at Robinson’s.


“What do you mean you quit?” Portia climbed onto the orange stool. Anna wondered when her sister would stop asking questions.


“Your turn,” Anna said. She looked toward her sister’s back and watched as her mother pursed her lips and let out a slow stream of smoke.


“I quit being a housewife.” Louise shook her hair and smiled.


“Can you do that?” Portia asked.


Anna was going to pretend she wasn’t listening. There was something inside her that often led her to believe that if she ignored certain things they would cease to exist. She turned the Parcheesi board over and dumped the pieces on the rug.


“Of course I can. I just did. I quit!” Louise took another drag off her cigarette.


“Anna!”


Anna knew Portia was staring at her but she refused to look up.


“Mom quit!”


“I heard,” Anna said. She could feel her face darkening, like a mercury thermometer.


“Does Dad know?” Anna asked. She crossed her legs and glared at her mother.


“I told him last night.”


“What about Emery?” The idea that her mother wouldn’t have the same occupation as her friends’ mothers enraged Anna. Who would have the nerve to give birth to children, move them into a house, and then declare that she wasn’t going to take care of them? A drug-addicted hippie, Anna decided, that’s who.


“You girls are in charge of Emery now.”


“Really?!” Portia’s cheerful voice made Anna want to knock her off the stool. Portia was such a wannabe mother, she coddled Emery as if she owned him. In fact the only thing Portia had ever claimed she wanted to be when she grew up was a mother. She had a doll, Peaches, with whom she slept every night. When the family traveled, Portia always packed Peaches first in the bottom of her white, satin-lined suitcase. The current Peaches was actually the second Peaches, as the first Peaches had devolved into a repellent, floppy, dirty thing with a body like a lumpy mattress and arms and legs that were four different colors from dirt and stains. She’d gone bald from Portia’s carrying her by her hair, and she smelled like spit. Anna didn’t even like being in the same room with old Peaches. When Portia was seven, Louise had sewn Peaches a pink satin retirement gown with a matching satin-and-lace cap, and gave Portia a new, fresh Peaches who smelled like plastic and who, Anna thought, wasn’t the embarrassing rag that was old Peaches.


“Yeah, Emery’s yours,” Louise said.


“Can he be mine alone?” Portia asked Anna.


Anna couldn’t believe that her sister felt compelled to ask this question. It was like asking if Anna wanted to share old Peaches.


“What do you say, Anna?” Louise asked.


“I don’t want him,” Anna said. “He’s dirty and he smells.”


“He’s adorable!” Portia said.


“Are we getting a maid?” Anna asked. Her friends’ mothers cleaned their houses, but people on TV, characters with apartments and homes that seemed much smaller than theirs, had maids.


“No!” Louise snorted. “There are enough people hanging around here between your and your sister’s friends. Besides. We don’t have that kind of money.”


“So who’s going to cook dinner?” Portia asked.


“Anna will cook.”


“Fine.” Anna stood up and joined her sister at the counter. She could feel rage inside her like a team of insects crawling through her veins.


“And what about everything else?” Portia asked, although to Anna she didn’t seem particularly concerned. And why should she be concerned? Other than giving Emery an occasional bath, Anna couldn’t really name the things Louise did as a housewife. By all appearances, their mother did little other than swim naked in the pool and write poems or paint in her studio. On the rare day when Anna’s friends came over (despite Louise’s claims of frequency, Anna always tried to steer them to someone else’s house), she had them wait on the porch on the pretense of having to ask her mother if it was okay if they came in when, really, she was checking to see that Louise was dressed. Anna preferred to hang out at her friends’ houses, as even when Louise was dressed, she was an embarrassment.


Louise gave the girls a housewife’s tour that started with the washer and dryer in the garage.


“This is where you put the dirty clothes. You open this up, put your clothes in, then pour in a bunch of this detergent.” Louise picked up a green cardboard box and shook it.


“How much detergent do I put in?” Portia asked.


“A bunch,” Louise said. “You know, a bunch! Shake some out, it doesn’t really matter.”


Anna rolled her eyes. There was a plastic scoop sitting on the shelf where the detergent was. Why didn’t her mother measure it out like a normal person? Like the people who did laundry in the detergent commercials! Like all the other mothers in California!


“Then what?” Portia asked. Anna saw that Portia was getting nervous—more than one step in any set of directions was too many for her simpleton sister.


“Then shut the door and turn this dial to three o’clock.”


“Three o’clock,” Portia repeated, and when she rolled her eyes up toward her forehead, Anna knew she was envisioning a clock in her head.


“Yeah. Three o’clock,” Louise said.


“Just turn it to the right, dingbat!” Anna said.


They took one step over and Louise opened the dryer. “Put the wet clothes in here and then turn the dial to nine o’clock.”


“Nine o’clock.” Portia looked back and forth between the washer and the dryer. Anna almost felt sorry for her; she knew Portia was trying to imprint in her mind which one would be on her left and which on her right. Portia had a horrible sense of direction and often she would state the landmarks they passed when she and Anna rode their bikes to the store or the beach. “Big white car with Arizona license plate,” Portia once said, and Anna had hoped that the car would soon leave the driveway where it had been parked, only so she could see if Portia would then get lost on the way home.


“The washer is closer to the door,” Portia said. “And the dryer is near the workbench.”


“Yeah,” Louise said.


“Duh,” Anna said.


Upstairs, Louise showed the girls how to set the alarm clocks she had put in each of their rooms.


“Is this the only color they had?!” Anna held up the black clock and shook it. She didn’t know anyone who had a black anything in her room. Everyone had pink or blue or yellow, or even green. But black? Black was a color for drug addicts and psychotics.


“You’re going to have to get yourself up a little earlier than I’ve been getting you up,” Louise said, “so you have time to feed Emery and get him dressed before you go to school.”


“Okay.” Portia stared at the back of her boxy alarm clock. Anna knew she’d already forgotten how to set it—there were too many knobs for her sister to keep track!


In the downstairs broom closet Louise showed her daughters the vacuum, the dust mop, the Lemon Pledge, and the dust rags. She also pulled out a bucket and sponge mop that the girls had never seen used in the house before.


“Do you do that?” Portia asked.


“Of course,” Louise said.


“Really?” Portia said. “You do that with that thing?”


“MOP!” Anna said. “Don’t you know what a mop is?! Are you a retard or something? And no, she never mops, because I didn’t even know we owned a mop!”


Portia and Louise both looked at Anna without responding. They were used to her outbursts in the same way that they were used to Louise’s cigarette smoke.


“When do you do it?” Portia asked.


“When you’re at school,” Louise laughed. “It’s a lot of work being a housewife! That’s why I quit.” Anna rolled her eyes and slumped against the wall.


Anna was certain that the kitchen would be impossible for Portia. She was afraid of the gas stove, of flames that would burst out and lick at her thin, sun-frayed hair. And there were too many dials on the wall oven with nothing that differentiated the broiler dial from the bake one.


“Just stay out of here,” Anna said to Portia. She already had full control of the kitchen. Anna liked to bake when she got home from school, using recipes from the back of Sunset magazine.


The yard and gardens, Louise said, were Buzzy’s concern, a concern the kids had heard them fighting about in recent days. Buzzy wanted to hire a gardener. Everyone on Abelia Way had a gardener—illegal Mexicans who always smiled and often liked to whistle while they did the quieter jobs like planting and weeding. Louise didn’t want any strangers in the yard. She claimed it wasn’t safe to have anyone, even an illegal alien, know about the marijuana orchard in the backyard.


“We’ll get Esteban who does the Dixons’ yard!” Buzzy had argued. “He takes care of their marijuana plants as if they were his goddamned children!”


“Well, what about swimming!” Louise had said. “How am I going to swim in my own pool with strange men lurking nearby?!”


“You think Esteban hasn’t seen tits before!” Buzzy had frantically begun to pace the family room, waving his hands in the air. The black curls on his head bounced as he walked. “He’s from Mexico, for God sakes, they nurse their babies till they can talk, there are tits everywhere—”


“They’re Catholics!” Louise had shouted back. “The only tits they know are covered with a drape and the head of baby Jesus!”


Esteban was never hired.


There was no system to oversee the care the girls took of the house and Emery. So by the time Anna was thirteen and Portia was ten, the house had grown so dirty the once-white kitchen floor was the color and texture of sidewalk gum. Emery’s cockatiel, Ace, had permanently fled his cage and taken refuge on the wrought iron curtain rod that hung above the couch, and so the back of the orange family room couch was encrusted with gray and white bird droppings. Anna was not surprised that no one minded the usually hardened, stiff splatter of shit behind their head. Portia was a slob whose hair was often so tangled that a little pod of snarls the size of a robin’s egg sat at the nape of her neck. And she wore the same clothes every day—brown cords that were rubbed smooth at the knees and were shredded like lace at the hems that dragged on the ground. Emery’s brain seemed to have not developed any ability to discern between filth and nonfilth: a Life Saver candy plucked from the gutter was every bit as good as one taken from the roll.
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