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Why Moms Drink 

Anne Freeman 

An abstract presented to the faculty of the G raduate School of Lindcnwood 
University in partia l fu lfi ll ment of the requirements for the Degree of Masters 

of Fine Arts in Writing. 



Abstract 

The personal narratives and poems contained within this thesis explore 

one of the most primal and powerful re lationships in the human experience, 

that of a parent and child. As a mother of a young boy, I have found, and 

continue to find my greatest strength, so1Tow, and inspiration in watching him 

grow. 

The collection as a whole does tell a complete story, although not 

necessarily a chronological one. It is strongly influenced by the creative non

fiction work of David Sedaris. Like Sedaris, these essays portray everyday 

family relationships, often in less-than- fl attering ways. In a simi lar style, 

these essays do not seek sympathy or adoration for the narrator, merely the 

recognition of a shared honest experience. 
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Introduction 

I don' t remember ever wanting to be a writer. Jn middle school I 

wanted to be a Supreme Court Justice, but my mom says my very fi rst career 

choice was when I was six and wanted to be a li fe guard. I came close to 

wanting to write when I went to college (the first time) and hoped to major in 

Journali sm. When I finally fi ni shed my degree ten years later, it was in 

Human Resources. 

It wasn' t until I took Creati ve Writing as the last elective for my 

undergraduate, that l every reall y considered writing. What I thought would 

be an "easy'' last clas , turned into a never-ending, nagging voice compelling 

me to sit in a quiet room, or more often, to neglect my "real work" at my 

secretarial job, and search for the right phrase, or perfect verb. 

After a few assignments, I realized I gravitated towards the same topic, 

over and over again - my son. 1 was told to write about what 1 knew, and 

beside excel spreadsheets and white wine, what I knew best was my son, 

Ben. When I would try to push myself to write something new, I would end 

up wri ting about other people's children in what amounted to little more than 

thinly-veiled autobiography of my own experiences. On more than one 

occas ion I modeled my main characters after myself, only to be told that it 

read like the main character had an "unhealthy obsess ion" with her child. 1 

uppose the truth can hurt. 

Eventually, I learned that to write my own story, under the guise of a 

fictional character named Jane or Marie was not only di shonest, but cowardly. 
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To write my own, brutal, often unflattering emotions takes a courage I stil l 

struggle with. 

The essays and poems in this collection attempt such honesty. They 

aren' t about any spectacular events, nothing heroic or worldly, just the 

everyday human experience of being a child of questionable parents, and the 

faul ty mother of an exceptional child. 

O ne of my major fa ilings as a mother is my lack of keepsakes as my 

son has grown up. I did buy a baby book before he was born, but as a single 

parent for the first two years of his life, I never seemed to find the time to fill 

out a single page. While I do own a digital camera, I generall y don ' t print out 

any pictures. Some l have managed to save, mainly because I have emailed 

them to other people. But most stay on the memory card for a few months, 

until they arc deleted to make room for a tree after an ice storn1 or another 

Christmas morning. While I have heard of scrap booking, as far as I know it 

is only for mother ' s who don ' t work during the day and have enough 

discretionary income for nine different pairs of scissors. 

To make things worse, there are long pauses in my memory. My 

therapist claims that fluctu ating levels of serotonin can affect memory. 

Perhaps this is why most of the time from ages fifteen to twenty-three in my 

own life are fuzzy. This creates challenges when writing personal essays, 

often causing long gaps in time. However l can say that the events conta ined 

within this body of work are as accurate as J can recall , or at least the truth as I 

experienced it. 
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Despite poor memory of my own childhood, I had thought I would 

remember every breath Ben ever took. But as he gets older, things blur. Did 

he walk at e ight months or nine? Was his first word reall y ball? Did I meet 

my husband when he was two or three? 

To my credit, there is one way I have managed to chronicle important 

moments in my son's childhood. I have written about them. It is these 

moments that comprise, in part, this body of work. 

The moment I realized my son was no longer a litt le boy is captured in 

"From the Stands," as I watch him during baseball practice fro m the s ide of 

the fi eld outs ide hi s school. Likewise, hi first day of Kindergarten is frozen 

for me in "The Peach Tree." Finally, I can still fee l heaviness 1 fe lt the night 

Ben and 1 watched fireworks in my back yard, the day after my friend's son 

was deployed to Iraq, when I re-read my poem, "Four thousand, three hundred 

twenty four." (The titl e comes from the number of soldiers that had died in 

Lraq as of the ti me I wrote the poem.) 

The other pieces in this thesis come from various points in my 

childhood. "The Red Blanket" is probably the earliest memory I have o f my 

own mother, and it is the night before my step-father entered an alcohol 

treatment program. (He remained sober from that night on.) 

"Crab clip, Chardonnay, and a Capri Sun," forced me to remember 

parts of my pas t, and in a sense, re- li ve them. lt details the re lations hip I had 

with my natural fa ther and the forg iveness I learned after I too became a 

flawed parent. 
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While most of the essays revolve around what it is to be a parent, 

admittedly there are some that arc more self-focused. I did debate whether or 

not a piece about my own vanity and self image belongs in a coll ection 

focused mainly on parent-child relationships. However, after seven years of 

living for my chi ld, I have begun to realize that I didn ' t stop existing the day 

he began . Much of being a strong parent lies in the ability to be more than 

just a mother, a topic that I explore in "Plastic." 

The final essay in the col lcction, " Admittance", explores the ever

present sense of mortality that parents feel as the ir children grow older. 

" Why Moms Drink" is my attempt to understand what it means to be a 

mother, a daughter, and a woman - a ll at the same time, or at least, what it has 

meant for me. 1 have tried to capture the joy and simultaneous terror that 

comes with bringing a child into the world and watching helplessly as slowly, 

day by day, I loose him to the world in tiny, but unending ways. 
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Ferocity 

No one get's killed. My husband's a larm wakes me in time. But moments 

before, I'm on a school bus crossing over the Daniel Boone Bridge. Why I am on 

a bus w ith my entire family and why there is white toxic foam in the water, 

eroding the bridge, I have no idea. But I am the first one who realizes the bridge 

is collapsing. We are fa lling into the water. 

As I search for an errant shoe, one leg in my last pair of buff beige pantyhose, my 

husband, half as leep, asks what's the hardest part about being a woman? I know 

he is thinking pantyhose and pointy shoes but J try to explain about the dream. 

How just as the bus plunged into the water, I looked at my son and calml y said 

y ou are going to be ok. 

And how I awoke terrified, certain I would have abandoned, trampled, drowned 

everyone else to get Ben out of that bus, out of the water. 
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From the Stands 

He looks so small in this wide grassy field next to the two-story brick 

chool. I stand in the shade of young trees, nod my head and pretend to listen to 

the other machine-pitch moms talk about ADHD and the caloric count of flat 

bread. The sound makes me turn my head, and I see the ball Mikah hit fa lling in a 

perfect arc toward my son on th ird base. Where did that serious look come.from, 

hisface silent, eyes a imed upwarcf? 

It can' t have been so long ago that I rocked him in the ki tchen, back and 

forth in front of the open freezer because the cold air on his face distracted him, 

made him forget about hi s achy gums. Now, even in the seven o'clock sun, J can 

ti ll ee that blonde streak of hair on his head, the only part that ' s still the pale 

blonde I remember. I-le looks up, pulls his hands from their res ti ng place on his 

knees, and holds his glove over his head. 

I ' m a good team-parent. I bring enough snacks for everyone. I know all 

the kid ' s names. I clap when they hit the ball, and when they don' t. But al this 

very moment, Ben is the only kid on the fi eld . 

He is the only kid ever, and I realize 1 don't want him to catch that ball. 

want him to be suddenly distracted by a plane, or some dragonflies. I want him to 

be staring at ants in the dirt like Joe Jacobi in le ft fie ld, not this athletic, resolute 

third-baseman. I want to wish it all away, the parents, the cleats, that ball , and for 

him to run over to me, and wrap hands that smell like dandelions around my neck. 

But I know at the same time, l don' t ex ist to him - nothing does. It 's just 

him in the grass and that ball, fa lling, fa ll ing, and landing in his open glove. 
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" Did you sec me mom?" he mouths as the next batter takes the plate. His 

eyebrows are raised, hands back on hi s knees. 

1 smile back. "Yes, Ben. 1 sec you." 
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The Red B lanket 

I don ' t remember the beginn ing of my red blanket. Time behaves 

d ifferently for six year olds, so l assumed things like red blankets, mothers and 

slotted spoons had a lways and would always ex ist unchanged in the world. Since 

then I have had a series of complex relationships with countless other blankets, 

but red was my first , which carries its own weight of distinction. 

Red was an unusually thin blanket. Thi s made it ideal for bui lding forts 

and wrapping up toys, but it was suspicious ly cold for a blanket. On a Cat1esian 

plane of bedding, with sheets be ing at one end, and duvets on the other, red would 

have fa llen right in the center directly at zero, at the beginning. But my mother 

made my bed with the red blanket on top of my ra inbow bright sheets, so I always 

assumed Red was a blanket after a ll. Further evidence as to red ' s status lay in the 

soft, rai sed ridges that ran through out. l decided that while it is possible to have 

a very thin blanket that is consistent ly cool to the touch , it wou ld be unheard of to 

have a thick, textured sheet on top of one's bed. 

One night in fa ll , I remember thinking what a c lever six year o ld I was to 

have thought this out so meticulously and carefully. I wanted to run into Chris, 

my o lder brother's, room and impress him with my new found conclusions. I 

climbed out of bed and tied Red around my neck like a cape. The bare floor was 

cold; it felt electric on my naked feet. My hand was on the doorknob when l 

heard my parents in the ha ll way. 

Something made me stop. The words were wrong, out of place somehow, 

like they belonged in someone c l e s hallway in someone else's house. T left the 
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door open ever so s lightly and silently crept back to bed. My Step-D ad was 

laughing, but the laugh was ugly and thick and it made my stomach hurt. 1 

brought Red all the way over my head, and w ished it had been thicker so 1 

wouldn ' t have heard the yelling and the yelling and the yelling and the sharp thud 

of something large hi tting the floor. 

Then it was qui et. 

It was quiet fo r a very long time. My door opened and 1 saw my mother's 

silhouette. Neither one of us spoke. With a wet face, she gently scooped me out 

of bed. She carried me down the mud sta ined sta irs to the front door, with Chris 

sleepily trailing behind. I saw my Dad, who was rea ll y my Step-dad, but had 

been ca lled Dad from my earliest memory, s itting on the end of the couch holding 

his head in his hands. 

"Jude, wait. . . I'm sorry," he said so ftl y. 

1 remember thinking he must have sa id it too quietly, because my mom 

kept walking as if there had been no words at a ll. She d idn ' t hear me either, when 

I whispered in her car to ask where we were go ing. She mere ly ex ha led softly 

and tightened her grip around me as we spilled out into the moonlight. We 

crossed the parking lot to our neighbor's apartment. I put my head down on her 

shoulder and fe ll as leep with Red still tied around my neck, {lapping in the night 

wind. 



Crab Dip, Chardonnay, and a Capri Sun 

His arrivals were like a ir raids; my mom would only g ive us an hour's 

notice. It never occurred to me she might have known much furth er i11 advance, 

but didn ' t want to tell us until she was sure he would show up. My brother and I 

would scramble, packing Uno Cards and G. 1. Jocs while my mom searched 

frantically for Calamine lotion and extra socks to cram into our backpacks. 

6 

From Chris's w indow, we could see the parki ng lot. Neither one of us 

wou ld admit we were looking for his car. Instead, we would flip through o ld Scars 

catalogs and c ircle toys we wanted. Walt, our birth-father, didn't send Christmas 

or birthday gifts, but when he pas ed through town, he was good for a trip to the 

ma ll on the way to Grandpa ' s house. The only time I saw a real hundred do llar 

bil l in the 80's was when my dad was pulling one out of hi wallet. 

1 a lmost a lways picked out a cabbage patch doll w ith an Eastern European 

sounding name like Nadia or Anastasia. lnevitably, my brother would leave 

Nadia out in the sun, so her face would get soft enough fo r him to smash and then 

freeze into a contorted position. My entire collection of adopted dolls looked like 

they had suffe red some horribly un fortunate farming accident. 

After a while, we would give up any pretenses and stare out the wi ndow, 

backpacks over our shoulders, pressing pages of the Scars book into our chests. 

We wou ld guess what color his rental car would be this time. I a lways picked 

blue. C hris would promise he'd leave my next doll a lone, and I would believe 

him. Waiting for our Dad a lways made us both a litt le too hopeful. 
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Our grandparents lived two hours southwest of St. Loui s in a town called 

Cuba. Despite the " Viva Cuba" fl ags on each of the seven light posts in town I 

still didn ' t considered Cuba to be a rea l town. There was no McDonalds - the only 

restaurant was the Kum N Git It Buffet. I used to look for other seven year old 

as we'd drive through town, expecting them to be wearing bonnets and hold ing 

dolls made out of corn husks. I was able to appreciate the g radual changes in the 

town as it grew, the way someone who ha n ' t seen a child in a year notices how 

much ta ller she has gotten. 

On the way to Cuba, I would sit in the back scat listening to Nati ona l 

Public Radio, and silently count how many hours I would have left w ith my dad. 

Chris and I didn ' t know when our dad would come back, but I knew I had the 

next fo rty -two hours promised to me. Li ke a squirrel stashing away a walnut 

under a bush, I was compelled to sear every moment to my memory . If I could 

remember the way the clouds looked like fish, his sunglasses in the console 

between the seats, the black leather jacket he was wearing, or damp smell of the 

j eep, J wouldn ' t starve the next winter. 

Dad liked to take the back roads to Cuba. " It 's more scenic than the 

highways" be would say in-between static on the radio. Secretly, I. preferred the 

highways, w ith the even stra ight roads, the eighteen-wheelers and the Meramec 

Cavern billboards. The back roads made me hot and sick. 

I would fa ll as leep about 30 minutes into the trip. Most o f the time J 

would have the same d ream--1 had waited all day in line for a roller coaster, and 

then half-way through the ride I'd realize I didn ' t have a scat belt on. There was 

nothing holding me in. 
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My aunt Sara ca lled me on a Tuesday night and told me she had a surpri se 

fo r me. It was odd for her to call me; we normally d idn ' t see her unless my dad 

was in town. Unusua l or not, l was excited. ( didn 't mind going to her house, 

which is the highest compliment a fi fteen year o ld is capable of. Aunt Sara had a 

huge kitchen and hundreds of magnets in the shape o f states o r tiny appliances on 

her refrigerato r. When we visited she would make mini rye bread pizzas, little 

smokies, crab dip wi th wavy ruffles and whatever dessert had been featured on 

one of those magazines in the check out lane at Kroger' s. She had one of those 

houses w ith two li ving rooms, one with formal looking blue and mauve Victorian 

furniture, the other w ith large overstuffed couches and a big screen television. 

Most of the time, we'd eat our rye bread pizzas from tray tables next to the 

overstu ffed couches, but at Christmastime, we'd find them wa iting for us on 

serving dishes next to the V ictori an couches. 

From the formal li v ing room, you could see the balcony of the lofted 

ma ter bedroom. I heard she had a Van Gogh up there, but l never asked to see it. 

There was j ust something about being in a house with appetizers on trays and the 

possibility of a Van Gogh upsta irs ; it was like I was on vacati on from myself. 

M y brother drove us to Aunt Sara's the fo llowing Saturday. He 'd had his 

driver's license for three years by then but I think it was only the second time I 

had ever been in his car. His arrival was similar to the way my dad would have 

picked me up, quick and silent. Chris didn 't come in the house, either. 1 hadn' t 

seen my brother in months, and J desperate ly wanted him to sec how cool I was. 



" ['ve been thinking about those little weenies all day. Do you think she 

remembered to make some?" I asked closing his car door. 

He shrugged and turned up the radio. 1 could feel my coolness s lipping 

away. 

"Not that I care anyway," I said, trying to redeem myself. I didn ' t say 

anything for the rest of the trip. 
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When l walked in, I saw the crab dip in the fancy room. My dad was next 

to it. At my Aunt's request, he had parked up the street, so we wouldn ' t see his 

Jeep with the U-Haul behind it. She had wanted to yell , "Surprise" as we walked 

in the door. J imagine she had asked my dad to hide behind a couch with a noise 

maker and omc confetti , all things he would have thought excessive. 

Oddly, I don ' t remember much beyond the crab dip. I think J was happy 

he had moved back. I must have been. 

" He was afraid to come home," Aunt Sara said later that night as we 

cleaned up the kitchen. " He was afraid you wouldn ' t fo rgive him." 

J didn ' t understand what she meant by that. Years later, I would realize I 

shouldn ' t have given away my tickets to sec Les Miserables because he wanted 

me to go to a Civil W ar Reenactment with him, or that I didn ' t need to pretend 

that I liked trout fi shing and hated Walmart. 

On the way out to Chris's car, my dad showed me where Orion was in the 

sky. It was the first and only constellation I would ever be able to find as an 

adult. Years later, I learned the light you actua lly see from stars is something that 

has already happened, millions of years ago. Some of the stars have changed 

since then, grown, shrank, even exploded, but that light hasn' t reached us ye t. 



still have a hard time with that. No matter how bard J try, I can' t believe what l 

see isn ' t there an ymore, that something that big could ever change. 
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I was going to sing in public. Based on the available attendance statistics 

for the St. Charles County Communi ty College Theatre, the re wouldn ' t be many 

people, but singing in front of even three of them made me terribly nervous. My 

character was a devoutly re lig ious woman who sang hymns while working 

tirelessly in her husband 's general store, somewhere in Kansas in the late I 960's. 

It wasn' t rea ll y important, the director ex plained, that she s ing well , she just 

needed to Ii fl her voice unto the Lord. 

A fter two rehearsa l ·, my sing ing lines were cut down lo one verse, and l 

was g iven a broom to use at the same time as I sang hoping that the swooshing on 

the stage would somehow temper my voice. Sti ll , whenever I would begin my 

song I could see the directors' faces look down. " Do you think she could hum?" 

they would ask each other. 

I had been involved in high school plays, but this was diffe rent. lt was 

college theatre, it was real. People from the community would come, people 

other than just the tudent 's parents and obligated English teache rs. Standing 

backstage in the dark, I imagined myself in ten years, giving an interview to The 

New Yorker. " My favorite role?" I would say, " I guess that would have to be 

Mildred, from The Diviners . Sure it was back at this little community coll ege in 

my home town, but it was a rea lly powerful experience for me. I learned so much 

about myself from that ro le .. . " I'd go on and on and say the things terribly 

intere ting people who li ve in studio apattment in the village say. 



The show ran for three nights. My morn and step-dad came to opening 

ni ght. The next night, my morn came again and brought my grandmother with 
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her. Each night, after I took my bow, I' d get out of costume and hurry to the back 

door, where people waited to give their family members flowers and take pictures. 

On the second night, after I pretended to sign an autograph for grandma, I pulled 

my morn aside and told her she didn ' t need to come for closing night. 

" You 've got to be getting tired of thi s thing by now," I joked. 

Closing ni ght was a big dea l in the theatre. Jt was the death, the director 

a id, of thi s thing we had birthed. More people came to c losing night, so the 

applause was louder. People would hug and cry back tage and the lead characters 

wou ld tell people like me how much they enjoyed working with us, and how 

much they would miss us now that thi s wa a ll over. 

I think my mom would have come for the third night, but she understood 

why I didn ' t want her to come again. My dad was coming, and even though they 

had been divorced for 18 years, none of us had gotten to the point where they 

could sit nex t to each o ther in a dark auditorium and listen to me sing with a 

broom. 

The following night the Community Co llege theatre set a new attendance 

record, filling almost 60 percent of its seats. The lights were too bright for me to 

sec where my Dad was sitting, but I was pretty sure he was enjoying the show. 

Having onl y moved back a few years ago, he had only been to one show I actually 

performed in during high school and that was my freshman year. I was shy then, 

and I' d been o quiet during that show, that afterwards he told me he couldn ' t 
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hear a word I had said. This time, I sang my verse loudly, " Rock of ages, crest fo r 

me, let me hide, myself in thee." 

Ln the very last scene, a mentally retarded boy drowns, and my character is 

supposed to be frozen in horror as the townsmen are unable to save him from the 

river. I forced myself to stare at my shoes the entire time, unable to stop smiling. 

My Dad probably brought me roses, l thought to myself, no t carnations or daisies 

like the other parents. He had li ved near New York before he moved back home, 

so he would understand roses are expected on clos ing night. 

The next day I had a message from my Dad. He had been an tiquing that 

afternoon in lllino is and gotten a flat ti re. By the time he got the tire changed and 

came home, he had a lready had a pretty bad day. 

"] just decided to bag it and stay in last night," he said on my machine, 

''l'm sure the play went well." 

It is very important to mainta in internal consistency when you create your 

own world inside your head. It makes everything so much eas ier to understand. 

If I would have remembered the Christmases he missed, the birthdays, the dance 

recita ls, the time I had the chicken pox, all things he missed, I wouldn ' t have been 

so surprised when I went out th e back door and he wasn't there. I wouldn ' t have 

sat in the bathroom until everyone else had left the theatre. I wouldn ' t have 

decided that I never really wanted to be an actor anyway. I wouldo ' t have sung 

so loudly. 

I waited until the waitress had brought my dad his third beer to tell him 1 

was pregnant. I don ' t remember what he sa id after I to ld him. I wonder if he had 



an y idea, ifhe had noticed that I ordered water instead of Chardonnay I had 

known for over three months by then, too late for even him to suggest l have an 

abortion. Three months had also been the amount of time it took Ben s father to 

top answering the phone. 
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Shortly a fter Ben was born, I rea li zed how fl awed human bio logy actua lly 

1s. Reproduction requires an actua l male onl y fo r a few minutes in a Mote l 6, 

after that the mirac le of life stomps forward, even if the male moves back in w ith 

his w ife. I prepared myself the best I could . I read V irginia Wolf and Gloria 

Ste inem and What to Ex pect the First Year. I washed and rewashed baskets full 

of onesies and gave up c igarettes, vodka and rare meat. Benjamin Orion was born 

at 3:33am with a birthmark identica l to the one on his fa ther's neck. When I was 

asked to fill out paperwork for his birth certificate, I left the "father" space blank. 

'' I will make thi s up to you," I promi ed him the day my brother picked us 

up fro m the hospita l. 

For something onl y slightly bigger than a bag of flour, Ben ate like a w ide 

receiver. I was a lways feeding him, so I never slept more than an hour at a time. 

When an hour would go by and he didn ' t wake up, I would lie next to him and 

make sure he hadn ' t succumbed to S IDS. Sometimes J wasn' t sure he was still 

breathing, so l would slap the wall behind his crib and then duck dow n so he 

wouldn ' t know it was me that woke him. When my neighbor compla ined of 

random loud wall pounding at night, I switched to tugging at his feet to make sure 

he was till alive something I would do periodically for the rest of his childhood. 

The priests started appearing when he was about two weeks o ld. They 

would neak around my apartment and hide things like the remote control , my cell 
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phone or bottles. I could see the ir long dark robes out of the corner of my eye, but 

only for a second. They were very fast. 

"They aren't there to hurt me," I told my doctor. "They arc just trying to 

annoy me by moving things around." 

My doctor wrote me a prescription, which meant I would have to stop 

breast feeding. Formula bothered me more than the priests did, so 1 put the 

prescription away in a drawer. 

A week later, l woke up and Ben 's eyes were faintly glowing red, a 

pitchfork-shaped tongue darted in and out of his mouth . I hid in the shower and 

listened to him cry until the morning. 

Ben deserved more. 1 bought formula. 1 fill ed the prescription . 

I don ' t quite remember how it came about, why T decided I was going to 

till under a grassy spot behind my house and grow my own tomatoes. I can ' t say I 

was ever overly fond of tomatoes or gardening or doing things in non-air 

conditioned places. My Dad was always the one that grew tomatoes, Big Boys, 

Romas, Cherry, a ll staked nicely in a plot of black soil behind his house. It 

would be nice to think I wanted my son to understand that food comes from the 

earth, that it isn' t made in the back room of a grocery store. A good mother 

would have wanted to teach these things to her son. A good mother would have 

bought seeds from a catalog and with his little hand, pressed them into the dirt 

next to a picture of a tomato, g lued to an old Popsicle stick. But I am not that 

kind of mother. Jam the kind of mother who lies in bed watching Law and Order 



marathons on Saturdays and who most likely only planted tomatoes to compete 

with her fa ther. 

As 1 am apt to do, I became obsessed with my new undertak ing. My 

plants had only been in the ground for 24 hours, when they were attacked by a 

large herd of hungry rabbits. Halfof the leaves had been bitten off, and I was 

15 

sure J could see bunny tracks in the dirt. Within the hour I was pulling back into 

my dri veway w ith meta l stakes and a ro ll of chicken w ire tall enough to keep even 

a deer out. 

I found a never-ending supply of tomato tonic rec ipes on the internet, and 

I studied at least 17 of them. I settled on one that called for, among other things, 

liquid dish soap and a 32 oz Pepsi . l sprayed this bubbl y mess over plants every 

week. I sprinkled used coffee grounds around the bases of them every Saturday. 

I made my entire family eat a bag of oranges every week, so I could take the 

rinds, grind them in the blender and sprinkle them in the garden. The casual 

ob erver may have mistaken my garden for a compost pile, but I was confident in 

the advice I had gotten from re liable sources like Greenthumb54 and 

Tom_ Pro680. When I found out my Dad was only using Miracle Grow, I felt 

pl eased that he couldn ' t have done as much research as I had. 

" Just spray it on them once a week and give a good soaking every other 

evening, and let them be," he had told me. 

When I alluded to my uper secret formula, he nodded his head and smiled 

as ifJ was fi ve years o ld again. I smil ed along with him, another thing 1 am apt to 

do. That night J bought some Miracle Grow too, just in case. 
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I imagined the conversation we'd have that August. We'd decide to plant 

fewer Romas next year, they just didn ' t have the fl avor of the Big Boys, and we'd 

make plans to put a bunch of them up in a week or two. 

" Maybe next year, you' ll tell me how you grew them so fast," he would 

say. 

It would be something we would be able to talk about. Something I had done 

better than him. 

J intended to find Ben's baseba ll glove the ni ght before, but after a bottle 

of wine and a bowl of cereal at midnight, it just didn't seem that critical. The next 

day I rea lized this was a poor decision on my part, leaving me tearing through my 

hall c loset in search of the glove and yelling at Ben to hurry up and eat a pop-tart, 

seven minutes before his first night of Coach Pitch Baseball. J hate losing things, 

but no matter how hard I try to be organized, 1 am always searching for car keys, 

a hoe stati c guard. When I can't find them l begin to panic and create more of 

a mess than I had started with. Half way through my glove rampage, I found a 

picture on the floor of the closet. It 's a rare thing to find in my house, a real 

picture on glossy Kodak paper. When I can actually find my camera, and when J 

remember to take it somewhere, the pictures normally stay safely tucked within 

the memory card, until they are deleted for the next trip to the zoo or birthday 

party. 

My Dad has a lways been interested in photography. I am told at one point 

in his li fe , he had his own dark room and developed roll s of 35 mm black and 

white fi lm. I found some of those o ld pictures in the basement of my mom's 
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house. Tucked away in wet smelling boxes I've seen my older brother on a 

tractor, fishing, going to Disneyland. I found only two of myself, one where I am 

sitting like a blob on beanbag, the other I am wearing a crown of c lover flowers 

on my head. The pictures he took end when 1 was two and Chris was six, as if 

that's all there was ofus. He has a dig ital camera now, and most of the pictures 

he takes these days are of Ben - Ben eating shrimp lo-Mein, Ben as a pirate last 

Halloween, Ben eating cherry tomatoes out of his garden in the ra in . 

Pictures are odd, the way they make things real again. 1 stared at this one 

as it lay on the floor of the closet, a lmost afraid to pick it up, like it would 

crumble if I did. Ben must have been two at the time; I remember this because 

the blue and yellow jacket in the picture was a 2T. My Dad and Ben were si tting 

ins ide a playground fort, both of them laughin g at omcthing unknown. I don ' t 

remember why they'd gone to the park, just that when 1 picked him up he' d 

already had the pictures developed and tucked ins ide Ben 's backpack. 

I appreciate pictures are impartial. Flat. Neutral. But Tam not a picture. 

My memory isn ' t always in focus, so I am forced to believe what I ho ld in my 

hand reall y did happen. This can be hard, because 1 don ' t remember my Dad as 

he is in the picture. I don' t remember him ever wearing j eans, or fitting in small 

spaces, or looking to where a small fin ger pointed, or laughing o r listening or 

showing up. I don ' t remember those things at a ll . Pictures arc funny things. They 

make hope have weight. We are obligated to believe them, to believe things can 

change. 

My dad and J sit next to each other in canvas cha irs w ith Ben's half-empty 

Capri Sun and fruit snack wrappers between us . We watch as Ben walks up to the 



18 

plate. Ben's small tan arms raise the bat. As he focuses on the pitcher, hi s tongue 

peeks out of the corner of hi s mouth. 1 used to think he looked a lot like me as a 

child, but every day J see myself less. He is a lways smiling. His pink ears stick 

out from the batter's helmet. I remind myself to bring sun block next week. 

" I do beli eve that kid has gotten ta ller since last week." my Dad says. 

" I wouldn ' t doubt it. He has eaten every s ingle Cherry tomato we've 

gotten, right off of the plant," I say laughing. 

" Why don ' t you two come over this weekend, he can eat a ll of ours. 

Maybe we' ll barbcquc some ... " 

We arc interrupted by the un familiar ound of a bat hitting a ball. I realize 

everyone is looking at Ben, who appears to be stuck to home base. He watches 

the ball ro ll past two kids who are looking for bugs in the outfield. 

" Run," l say quietly. 

"Run Ben, put the bat down and run !" I hear myself yell. 

Ben looks up at me and smiles as hi s legs starts moving. My Dad 

traightens up in his chair and smiles as Ben passes fi rst base. I stand up, knock 

over his Capri Sun, and applaud uncontro ll abl y as his foot finds another base and 

another. 

l watc h him run, so fierce, so determined, and l wonder what he will 

remember about me. Will he remember the time I couldn ' t find his g love and he 

had to borrow a purple one from the other team's coach? Or the year I put him in 

a cheap daycare with the teacher that yelled? Will he remember the empty wine 

bottles in the tra h, or the c igarette butts on the garage floor? 

Or will he remember this moment, hearing my voice as his foo t finds home. 
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Plastic 

" You want me do lip too?" she asked with a wand of hot wax poised over 

my face. Eyebrows I understood - there was nothing quite like the perfectly 

smooth arch of a freshl y waxed brow. But my lip? I have seen women who could 

bene fit from some type of facial depilation, but those were other women, mostly 

older and probably Eastern European. But my lip? The thirty-one year old lip on 

my pale Blonde face? Still, once asked, what other answer could there possibly 

be? No thanks, leave the hair, I 'm trying to grow it out? 

Later, I would whimper and chain-smoke my way home while my best 

friend would try to convince me that never once had she noticed a hair problem 

anywhere near my mouth. She was probably just trying to up sell , Tamma would 

argue, something l should appreciate g iven the sales job l was applying for. But 

inside the Fiji Nails that thought never occurred to me. I mumbled yes, as she 

was already smearing the wax around my mouth. 

From the time I opened my first Barbie on my sixth birthday, J understood 

there were beautifu l people and there were other people. But it wasn ' t until high 

school that I rea lized I was the latter. Fortunately, by then I had friends, and they 

weren' t beautiful people either. We weren ' t hideous, just plain as cake 

doughnuts. Those of us that had any boobs to speak of had bigger stomachs than 

chests. Our hair didn ' t cascade around our shoulders in symmetrical blonde coi ls. 

When we wore make up it looked awkward and intentional, like we were using 

twenty year old Avon our mothers had thrown away. The beautiful girls were like 



well packed, expensive suitcases, while I was a duffel bag full of gym clothes. 

Thankfully, there were only about seven beauti ful people in the whole high 

schoo l. Like the lottery you knew your chances of being a w inner were 

incredibly remote, so you didn ' t get upset when they d idn ' t pull your numbers. 
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And then there was college. On the sprawling campus I'd see them 

everywhere- walking out of big white houses w ith pillars, holding cups of chai tea 

away from their New-Lady-Fitness bodies so as to not spill it on the ir pastel 

sweaters or tennis length skirts. Due to the ir sheer numbers it stood to reason that 

a few of them would cod up in my dorm, but they all looked lost, like they were 

waiting for someone from Gap corporate to walk in and apo logize for the mistake 

o f putting them on the same fl oor as me. Mc with the pierced eyebrow, streaks of 

manic panic purple and pink, and the size 18 be ll bottoms I made myself by 

sewing blue velvet triangles into the legs of jeans my grandma gave me at 

Christmas. 

I like to think I could have been beauti ful. Maybe I just didn't want to. I 

didn ' t have extra appendages or mildew growing on my face, but beauti fu l was 

just a role I found too difficult to imita te. It was much easier to model myself 

after the girls that cut Spanish class to make hemp necklaces, slept through 

morning c lasses and got high in the agriculture department 's green houses. 

After college, earth-mother gave way to punk, which eventually grew up 

into comfortable shoes. Comfortable shoes worked for a long time, it got me 

through becoming a mother, fi nding a husband, and gett ing a job, until one of the 

beauti fu l people tapped me on the shoulder at work and to ld me there was an 

opening in the beauti ful department- otherwise known as sa les. 
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Clinical Laboratory sales doesn't really sell anything, at least nothing 

tangible like a car or pen. lnstead they carry briefcases into doctor 's offices and 

convince the staff how much better our laboratory tests are than another labs. 

They get doctors to order from us, and if they already do, they convince them to 

order more expensive tests. When sa les does the ir job well , they are rewarded 

financially, which they spend on three dimensional highlights, trips to Sea World 

and new custom built shoe closets. 

Sales was the sorority of the company, and l decided to pledge. After l 

had done all 1 could with my resume, l rea lized l needed to go all in. 1 needed to 

become one of the beautiful people-or as c lose to beautiful as a plus-sized thirty

something can with a Macy's credit card and 90 days. 

" Jt ' s re lat ively simple a diets go," my mom explained, drinking wine at 

my dining table. " You eat less calories, and take a supplement. It makes you lose 

weight very fast, but it 's administered by a doctor, so it's a ll perfectly safe." She 

then pulled out a fifty-two page document that explained the "relative ly-simple 

diet" she would be starting next week. After pressing her for more de tails, l 

learned " less calories" meant 500 a day, "doctor" meant holistic chiropractor in a 

rural town two hours south of us and "supplement" meant Human Chorionic 

Gonandatropin- or HCG, the human hormone that increases during pregnancy. 

·'Pregnant woman urine? You are go ing to drink pregnant woman urine? 

And how could you poss ibly survive on 500 calories a day?" 

" Don ' t be s illy- it's just made from pregnant woman urine. And you don't 

drink it, you put it under your tongue. And it 's worth it to lose a pound a day." 
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"A pound a day?" 

A week later, I drove the two hours to the strip-mall-based " Healing 

Center" and learned just how much pregnant woman urine to put under my tongue 

and when . 

The theory behind the HCG di et is that while you onl y eat 500 calories a 

day, taking the HCG a llows your body to tap into its vast fa t deposits in your mid 

section. At 279 pounds, l fi gured my body would have plenty to eat. My mother 

had been correct, the diet itself was very simple. T here are only a handfu l of 

foods you could cat, and you ate them in small quantities, day after day, for a 

month. Yet fo r as li ttle food as I ate, it was overw helming to adhere to. I spent 

my evenings weighi ng exactly IOO grams of chicken breast and counting 

asparagus spears. I had to be ever v igilant not to accept a mi nt or piece of gum, or 

lick my fi nger when testing the temperature of my son's Ramen noodles. 

I'd lay in bed at night and imagine my body eating what it had sto red over 

the years - things like the caramel Oreo cheesecake 1 ate the night I knew my 

son ' s father wasn' t comi ng back, the gallon of Cherry Vodka I drank in my donn 

room the morning I woke up and remembered hav ing sex even though I' d said 

"no, ' or the hostess cupcakes 1 ate one after another in the hospita l parking lot the 

last time I saw my step-dad. All of these things I carried wi th me for years, safely 

tucked away in my hips and arm fa t, but w ithout anyth ing e lse to eat they would 

bum away. They wouldn 't ex ist anymore. I' d be beautifu l. 

W ithout the time consuming burden of actua lly having to eat food, l found 

lots of free time. This came in handy, as havi ng lost forty pounds meant l ' d need 

to buy new, slightly smaller, plus-sized c lothes. My strategy was to fi nd 



something on sale, and then not leave the store until I had built an entire outfit 

around it. That way, I was saving money and ensuring what I bought wouldn ' t 

decay in the back o f my c loset. 
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" lsn ' t this a kill er ring?" I'd say to my husband, dragging severa l bags out 

of the car. " It was on sale fo r $4! Can you believe it? Oh the rest of this 

stu ff .. well, l needed something to wear with the ring." 

My dear husband remained supportive of me in my j ob change endeavor, 

but I began to suspect it was mainly because wi thout my new salary, we'd have to 

se ll our son to the neighbors to pay for my new fossil bag and ever growing 

mountain of shoes. 

Having lost a little weight, and been g iven a tepid green li ght to spend 

money, the subject of style, specifica lly bus iness-beautiful , became an obsession. 

At first, l assumed women dressed for men. Why e lse would we subj ect 

ourselves to thongs and bras made almost enti rely of lace. Why bother with low 

cut tops and high cut skirts? Both are entirely impractica l if you need to change a 

tire or serve snow cones at a PTO fa ir. 

Then one morning r dug one o f my favo rite shi rts out from the recesses of 

my closet. Somehow it had ended up in between my son' fishing vest and the 

brown skirt I wore to my mom 's wedd ing. It was a marvelous fade- free, silk-like 

polyester number wi th ornately patterned c ircles of browns and reds swimming in 

a black background. T he sleeves were short enough to be spring appropriate, but 

long enough to hide residua l arm fat. More than anything, I liked the shirt because 

it made me feel good. Peop le noti ced the shirt, and by proxy, noticed me. When 
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I walked downstairs that morning, I suddenly remembered why I didn ' t wear it 

anymore. 

It wasn ' t that my husband said anything about the shirt, rather it was the 

lack of anything said that alarmed me. After years of marriage, Ron i.s enough of 

a morning person to rea li ze that I am not. J am a lazy rat in a maze, and I need 

several small rewards to keep on going. Take away my cheese, and I'm likely to 

sit right down and chew on my tail. So, like a good husband who realizes the 

connection between me showing up to work and our mortgage getting paid, he 

provides me with my morning cheese. If J ro ll over after the a larm goes off, he' ll 

scratch my back. When 1 get out of the shower, he ' ll put lotion on my feet while l 

fa ll back asleep. When I finally get dressed and emerge from the bedroom, I get a 

"You look cute today- where you going for cute?" Occasionally he' ll glance at 

his watch and ask how long before I have to leave, implying some activity that 

would certa inly mess my hair. 

But the morning J bounced down the stai rs in that sh irt, all I got was "Can 

you sec if Ben found socks yet?" 

I waited. 

"Can' t find your keys?" 

"No, wait maybe, but how do J look?" 

"Fine." 

I headed back upstairs and looked in the mirror. " Is it the pants? Are they 

too tight? Is the necklace too much?" 

" It 's the shirt," he said from the doorway. 
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"This shirt? This shirt that l am wearing?" I cross my arms over my chest, 

as if to keep the shirt from hearing him and becoming depressed. " I love this 

shirt." 

" It reminds me of something my mother wore. In the 70's. I th ink she 

might have had that same shirt." 

"This is last season's Lane Bryant." 

"Well it looked just like that." 

l had run out of time to start the outfit process over again, so I crawled out 

of the house in my dead mother-in-law' s shirt anyway . .I drove off deflated , in 

search of an egg M cmuffin, my next piece of cheese, which I would end up 

dropping on the shirt anyway. 

Later that day, after I washed the McMuffin droppings out of it, I would 

be vindicated for wearing the shirt when fou r different woman complimented it. 

That's w hen I realized women dress for other women, or at least they do at work. 

Men might see the cleavage and calf skin, but they pay little attention to 

what is just beyond it. Maybe they sec the black jacket or pink button up shirt, 

but do they notice the pink piping around the pocket of the jacket? Arc they 

aware the red in our earrings is the exact hue of red in our bracelet, despite 

purchasing them separately and on sale? Perhaps men see the blonde highlights 

we paid too much for, but do they simultaneous ly no tice the subtle yet oh-so

important chestnut low lights? This level of minutia is reserved strictly for 

women. 

Other women noti ce these things, and if .I'm lucky, they compliment me. 

I' ll smil e, say thank you, and act like I hadn't even noticed the nowcr on my shoe 
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complements the one on my ring. But ins ide, I secretly hope they are jealous. If I 

th ink there's the slightest chance they envy me, even for a second, I am thrilled . I 

am beyond thrilled - 1 am one of them. I am dancing. 

One of the easiest things to get a compliment on is shoes. Unlike pants or 

sweaters , cute shoes come in a ll sizes. Wh ile trying to model my wardrobe after 

my beauti f-u l co-workers, I began to notice their shoes. Specifica lly, I noticed 

mine were lacking. 

A year ago, my husband fo rced me to see a podiatrist after having heard 

me compla in, fo r the last time, about morning foot pain. 

" Rea lly, it 's not that bad," I' d say through clenched teeth, crawling into 

the bathroom, unable to put any pressure on the heel of my foot. 

The real pain came later that day, as Dr. Young-and-Tan to ld me I had 

plantar fasci itis. "Basically," he said, pointing to a diagram of a huge foot, "your 

feet can no longer support your body." 

He wrapped my foot in an elaborate piece of spandex, gave me some pills 

and to ld me I' d have to wear athl etic shoes until I lost weight. After my body 

managed to cat 40 pounds of itself, I rejoiced as 1 uncovered my tlat black loafers 

with the si lver buckles from the trunk of my car. T hey had seemed sharp enough 

when I had picked them up at Target two years ago, but against a pa ir of red snake 

skin p rint stilettos w ith a pointy toe, or a bright yellow peek-toe wedge, l might as 

well have had K leenex boxes on my feet. I went out and bought a pair of black 

pumps for $ 140. On the well padded carpet of Macy' s they were easy enough to 

maneuver, and felt oddl y comfortable. Plus, they made my calves look 30% 

better. There is something about the promise of walking up in the morning and 



getting dressed, a lready knowing which shoes you will be wearing, and actually 

being able to find both of them. 
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The morning of interview #2, I wore the pointy-toed black pumps, and fe lt 

empowered as I sauntered to my car. l sang out loud to the radio on the way to 

work, even when I didn ' t know the words. Walking in to the build ing, my shoes 

echoed "you-rock-you rock-you-rock" all the way to my desk. However by noon, 

they turned on me. I kept a smile on my face as I walked cautiously down the hall 

after my interview, but 1 could distinctly hear my shoes whispering "di e. die. die. 

die. die." I was ready to throw them away as soon as I got home, until on my way 

out, another sales rep complimented them. 

"Cute shoes," she had said. 

I apologized to my fee t and drove stra ight to the mall and bought a pair in 

red and brown. 

After clo thes, shoes, and the painful, yet apparent ly necessary fac ia l hair 

removal, there was the issue of finger nails. My own had grown to a decent 

length, no cracks or chips, so I fi gured I'd get them painted. I pretended to be 

engrossed in Wheel o f Fortune as a young Vietnamese man painted the tips of my 

nails bright white. One the way home, 1 told myself they were pretty. I knew th is 

was what pretty was, but still , the whole thing looked odd. Like little white flares 

at my fingertips. Three days later the white paint chipped off. The remaining 

pieces o f white only reminded me j ust how flawed my natural na il was. At lunch 

I ran to Walgreens, bought nai l polish remover, and stripped them back to their 

dull nicotine yellow. 
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Before interview number three, I found a picture of the sales director, Mel. 

She was thin and tall , and had perfect acrylic nail s wrapped around a glass of 

cabernet at last years Sales Holiday party. If I did make it to interview number 

four with her, I'd need to go plastic. It 's not like I don ' t enjoy the unnatural 

perfection of acrylic nails. When I have them, I find I do more gesturing with my 

hands when I speak. I push strands of hair behind my ear while explaining that 

the temporary employee ID is actuall y just the last five digits o f their social or 

I'll point to something on the computer screen for an ex tended period of time. 

"Sec," I'll say, " this is the week of vacation she requested, this week right here, 

right where I am pointing." 

As much fun as acry lic nails can be, they aren ' t terribly practical. Whil e 

they should be great for scratching, they a re acrylic mittens, too thi ck, too 

rounded to tackle even the weakest itch. Typing becomes loud, if not downright 

burdensome. Tf a piece of uncooked spaghet1i fa lls on your kitchen floor, forget 

about trying to pick it up. Buttoning that pink sweater or putting on anY1hing with 

a clasp becomes impossible. And should 1 find that mysterious errant hair 

growing out the side of my neck, just under my chin, it is imposs ible to yank it 

with those pretty white tips. Still, a beautiful woman adapts and overcomes. A 

brand new binder clip angled precisely right can act as tweezers. A ruler can 

quite adequate ly scratch an itch. Unti l someone with sil ent shoes walks past your 

cubic le and finds you with a binder c lip stuck to your neck, or a ruler down your 

pants. But at least your na il s look nice, and there is no ha ir on your upper lip. 

Eventua lly, I think J was able to come c lose to beautiful , but only in short 

bursts - like 50 yard dash beauti ful. I gained 15 pound in white wine and cheese 
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fries. I did manage to lose it, onl y to find it again in the cereal aisle. I bought 

countless tubes o f lip gloss, in search of one that wouldn ' t disappear after my first 

drink of co ffee. I chipped my nail on the way to Ben's little league, and lost my 

$ 12 mascara somewhere under my bed. Every few days I was sitting in a place 

other than my house after work - waiting for the shoe clerk to emerge with a stack 

of boxes, waiting for the gel wrapped nails to dry, waiting for the highlights to 

develop. It became exhausting. 

l should have learned something. I wanted to be able to call Tamma up 

and te ll her l suddenl y realized this beauti fu l thing was a bunch o f shit, that l was 

o ffered the job not because of my shoes, but because l was the best person for the 

it. I wanted to te ll her I was beautiful a ll a long, that I had learned to be 

comfortable in my own kin. That never happened. I did get the job, and I still 

fee l happier, more powerful in torturous shoes and glossy lips than J do when J 

wake up late and eek into work wearing j eans and te1mis shoes. I w ish these 

things d icln ' t matter, that I was more than them. I am not. 

I leave work thirty minutes early to get my chipped na il fixed. On 

the way there, l am on the phone scheduling my next in a never-ending barrage of 

hair appointments, when I remember I need to get a birthday present for the six 

yea r o ld girl next door. Maybe I'll get her a Barbie doll , plastic and impossible, 

so she too can grow up to learn what she is supposed to want, but will never fi nd. 
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Checked Baggage 

It was a fortunate thing that I actually, truly love my husband. The truth is 

J would have married him anyway. l knew from our first conversation that he 'd 

make an ideal father for my son. J wouldn' t say I exactly chose Ben' s birth

father, more that he was mother-natures idea of a joke after dollar pitcher night at 

a bar and sex at a mote l-eight the evening I planned on breaking up with him. 

wasn ' t really surprised when he stopped calling me after I told him I was 

pregnant. 

" I don ' t care about falling in love anymore, just finding a good father fo r 

Ben," I to ld Tamma as we wa lked through Walmart. 

She thought I was kidding. 

My husband, Ron, was exactly what I needed to find . He was a few years 

o lder than me, but had kids around Ben's age. He was a divorced dad also, but he 

stayed around. The first time Ben met his kids was at a park near his house. Ben 

was about three, Ron ' s son was five, his daughter seven. The boys played in the 

mulch under the s lide and Ron had brought snacks for everyone. I knew he was 

the one. 

Even before we were married, Ben called Ron " Dad" - and he was. So I 

was not at a ll worried when four years into our marriage I had to spend about two 

months traveling extensively for a new job. A lthough I had never left my son for 

more than a weekend, l knew they would be fine. Ron cooks most of the meals in 

our hou e and is usually the one responsible for getting Ben ready and to the bus 
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stop in the mornings. Still, the idea of being in Pennsylvania, Kansas, Seattle, or 

New Jersey instead o f at home with son made my stomach hurt. 

When I was younger, maybe eight, r remember Walt singing while he 

played the guitar. My fa vorite song was " Leaving on a Jet Plane." When he 

would come in town and take us to Grandpa ' s house in the country, I' d ask him to 

s ing that song for me. After awhil e, he said he couldn ' t sing it anymore. 

The night be fore I le ft for my first trip, I had that song it my head. 

" I' ll be back next weekend," J to ld Ben as he got ready for bed. 

He didn ' t say an ything. 

" And I promise to bring you a surprise back." 

He seemed better, but when he hugged me that night, I wasn ' t sure whi ch 

one o f us wouldn ' t let go. 

I' m not sure what I expected from being gone. I was with a group of 

about fifty other employees from different parts of the country. You could tell 

right away who had children and who did not. The meeting rooms a lways had a 

snack area outside, and the mom's in the group were the ones who would put 

extras in our purse to take home to our kids. And those of us w ith children a lways 

excused ourselves after dinner to make a good night phone call home. 

I could hear the girl in the room next to me when she would call home at 

night. She was from Alabama, or some southern state. 

" Now ya ' II be good for Aunt Amy now ... momma luves you both to 

pieces," she'd say every night about an hour a fter 1 had called home myself. 

I wouldn ' t have admitted it to anyone, but being away was easier than I 

thought. Mo t o f the hotel rooms were nicer than J probably deserved . I slept all 
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night long, uninterrupted by children's tummy aches or bad dreams. Dinners 

went by quicker, as l didn ' t have to stop several times to cut up someone else's 

pork chop, or get paper towels to c lean up spilled root beer. Converse ly, 

breakfasts by myself were longer. Without having to spend time to find Ben a 

pa ir of clean socks, or fix hi s hair I found l had time to read a newspaper in the 

morning. I took a bath at least once in every hotel I stayed in, and d idn 't get out 

until the water was cold. 

Sti ll , for every night of room-service delivered ho t wings and beer, I felt 

gui lty. I would cal l my son every night and ask about his day, but I wasn ' t there 

for our traditional two hugs, a kiss, and pull the blanket over his shoulders tuck in 

at bed time. l imagined Ben and Ron de-evolving back at home, eating peanut 

butter with the ir fi sts out of the jar, sitting in mismatched c lothes, talking about 

how much they missed me. 

Unfortunately, they did just fine with out me. When I'd call home, they'd 

be out at Ben's favorite Chinese buffet, or eating Ramen noodles in my room 

while watching the Disney Channel or playing video games. 

lt occurred to me as I put away my travel sized lotion and toothpaste, that 

Ron is ten times a better parent than I am. He is infinitely more patient with Ben. 

He worries less. When he took the kids to Six Flags over the summer, be let Ben 

ride the Screaming Eagle, something l never would have let him do. He trudges 

out to muddy fi e lds on Saturday mornings to be third base coach whi le J am still 

sleeping in bed. In Ben 's Kindergarten journa l there were countless references to 

his Dad - Dad cooks good food, Dad plays video games with me, Dad is kind and 
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funny. In the whole book, representative of an entire school year, there were two 

references to me. "Mom likes to sleep" and "Mom likes to watch tv." 

"Don 't worry about it ," my husband assured me. 

"Two times," l said. "And one of them was sleep ing." 

" But you ' re the Mom. That's way better than cooks dinner." 

lo Ron 's words, I am the " known quantity" for Ben - the one he goes to 

when he is sad or hurt. l am the comfort, the one that carries the weight of things. 

And I know be is right. But while l might carry Ben, l know Ron carries us both. 

For that I am incredibly fortunate. 

Lately, Ben will fall asleep with out asking me to tuck him in, and my 

heart breaks a little bit each lime. Bui Ron remind me how when I was traveling, 

Ben s lept every night on the floor of our bedroom with his blanket - the one he 

has had forever, the one he still drags around the house when he plays and wraps 

around himself at dinner, the one he ca lls " mom blanket." 



Four thousand, three hundred twenty four. 

We spread a dinosaur blanket on the hill in the backya rd. 
With the smell o f barbeque and bug spray still in the air, 
Ben and I laid in the un-cut grass with cherry popsicles, 
to watch the firework . 

This time, he wa n ' t a fra id of the pops and bangs. 
We ooed and aahed at each explosion. 
Ben was certa in 
this day was the best o f his li fe. 

I thought o f the text 
I' d received yesterday from a fri end . 
Her son had been deployed again, 
" 1--l e ju t le ft and it 's killing me." 

A nd then there was Ben, 

ha lf awake, telling me he loved the red, blue and white ones. 
Shamefully, 
Selfishly, 

I prayed he'd never love them too much. 

34 
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The Peach Tree 

The year Ron and I bought our first house, my Dad gave us a peach tree as 

a house warming present. Un like the Chinese gong and pink flamingo he had 

given me previous Christmases, the peach tree was something Tactually wanted. 

Growing up, my grandpa had fruit trees on his farm in C uba, Missouri. 

They were full-grown trees, planted in seemingly random places. I'd be walking 

past an old shed, and there, by an empty chicken coop, I could reach up and pick 

an apple. 1 really only clearly remember apple trees, but I like to believe there 

were peaches also. 

The day we went to get my peach tree, we drove two hours to Louisiana, 

Missouri ; apparently Home Depot didn't sel l peach trees. When the salesman 

showed us where the peach trees were, 1 was stunned at how small they were. 

The trunk was no bigger than a crayola marker and the branches thinner than 

crayons. 1 figured it would take years for this twig to ever bear fruit, but 1 

reminded myself 1 had time. After moving s ix times since Ben was born, J finally 

had my own house, my own hill on which to plant this tiny stick of a tree we 

brought home. 

My Dad unloaded the tree in our backyard and my husband and I were left 

staring at it. It reminded me of the day 1 brought Ben home from the hospital. 

My brother had picked us up and drove us home to our apartment. Even though 

he lived right next door with his wife and thei r two year old daughter, the moment 

he left I was terrifi ed. I remember looking at Ben asleep in a car seat that seemed 

far too large, and 1 thought - what on earth do I know about being a mother? 
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" Do you know anything about growing peaches?" Ron asked dragging the 

tree to around the s ide of the house. 

" Put it in the ground and water it. How hard can it be?" 

It took us a week to figure out where to plant the tree. Most o f our back 

yard is a hill , so our level ground area is rather limited. If we planted it in the 

middle of the flatcst area, the kids might trip over the stakes or ropes I was sure 

we wou ld need to hold the tiny tree up. If we moved it to c lose to the other tree in 

the yard I worried it wouldn't get enough sun, or heaven forbid a storm should 

come and knock a limb off of the larger tree crush ing my baby peach tree. We 

opted for a spot two feet from where the hill began, out of the pathway of 

children and where I could sec it from my kitchen window. 

Every day that um mer one of us la id the hose at the base of the tree and 

let the water seep into its roots. One week it rained for six days straight, and I 

heard how some trees in a nearby park had simply fa llen over, the ground too wet 

to hold them in anymore. Fearing for my tree, I had my husband tether it to a tiki 

torch. The tree didn't fa ll over, but it did end up with a permanent lean where the 

torch had been. 

Lt wasn't the first time I a llowed my love to scar something small. When 

Ben was about two months old, l put a pair of long socks on his tiny legs for bis 

first Christmas Eve. We had been visiting family, and J was worried about taking 

him out when he was so young, so 1 dressed him as warmly as possible. When we 

got home that night, J took off his flannel outfit and put him in some pajamas. 

But my apartment still fe lt so cold, I left the socks on him, pulled up his to shins. 
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The next morning, Christmas morning, I pulled off his socks and his feet 

and legs were a lmost white, all the way up to a red and purple raised line where 

the sock edges had been. I spent Ben' s first Christmas crying on the phone to his 

pedia trician s exchange. 

" Yes, he is moving his fee t, yes - the color is coming back. No, I won' t 

use those socks anymore." 

Other than some red marks that lasted for weeks, Ben suffered no serious 

lasting effects from the socks. But seven years later, sometimes I'll watch him 

getting out of the pool and I can still see two scars that go a ll the way around both 

tan legs. 

Despite the peach tree ' s tiny size, less than fi ve feet, it did manage to grow 

peaches the first year we planted it. T hey were tiny at first, like little fi.izzy tear 

drops. Over the course o f a month, they swelled, causing the branches of the tree 

to drop, nearly brushing the ground. I thought for sure they would fa ll off, or 

worse, the branches themselves would snap under their weight. But my peach 

tree surpri sed me. lt grew about a foot that summer. 

While I was toasting Ben's waffl e, the morning he was to start 

kindergarten, 1 glanced at the tree from the kitchen. The peaches had grown so 

large; I could see them from the window. 

"When you come home from school today, we will probably be able to 

pick those peaches," I told him, trying not to cry, trying not to panic at the thought 

that my six year old child would be getting on a bus in 15 minutes without me or 

anyone e lse in the world who knew him. 
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We didn't get any of the peaches that year. That morning, as we stood at 

the comer of Birdie Court and Amberly Drive, we watched as six or seven 

squirre ls ran past us with peaches in their mouths. I swear as they stam peded by 

one o f them turned and looked at us, and had he not had a peach balanced 

perfectly in its furry mouth, I swear that squ irre l would have smiled. 

All I could do was hold Ben's hand, hands that used to fit completely 

inside of my palm, hold him next to me to keep him from chasing a fter the 

squirre ls. Later, J would tell me husband that somehow, those things knew when 

they saw the GI Joe backpack and me with the camera and damp eyes, that I 

didn ' t have the legs to chase them down. Even after the bus pulled away and 

headed down the street in the same direction as the squirrels, I was unable to 

chase them, unable to move from that corner by the stop sign as I watched the 

most precious things carried away to places I didn ' t belong. Places I couldn 't 

reach. 

The foll owing season, I decided to take actions to protect the peaches. 

Ron bought twenty fi ve feet of black bird netting, the kind designed for 

blackberry bushes or gardens. We used about seven feet of it to encase the peach 

tree, the rest we gathered around the trunk in an awkward mess. When I looked 

out my kitchen window, I no longer saw my fragile, crooked tree; instead I saw a 

swarm of black netting with some leaves peaking out from underneath. 

" Let' s see the squirre ls make it through that." 

Despite its hobo appearance, we actually did get peaches that year. 

remember the pride I fe lt as I cut one still warm, into thin sli ces for Ben. He 



carri ed it off to his room, to watch something from Shark Weck. Ten minutes 

later he came down, rubbing his eyes. 

" Mom, there's something in my eye," he said. 
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His eyes were pink, hi s eyelids puffy and swollen. I watched small red welts 

develop around his mouth and on his hands. I rooted around the medicine cabinet 

for Benadryl. Ben was a llergic to peaches. 

When l was ten, my best fri end was Tamma Keim. Tamma lived down 

the street and during summer's we would pend every night sleeping over either 

at her house or mine. But one o f the reason's 1 loved going to Tamma's house 

was because her mom was nothing like my own. My mom wrote out entire weeks 

of dinner menus and stuck it to the refrigerator w ith a magnet that said "What's 

Cookin ' ." 

Down the street, Tamma's Mom would sometimes just make appetizers 

for dinner. She was always rearranging the furniture in her house or painting her 

kitchen another shade of yellow. l remember when we used her good sewing 

scissors to cut up biscui t dough; she sighed and said"] think my doctorate will be 

entitl ed Why Mom's Drink." We would laugh or roll our eyes, never really 

understanding what she meant. 

Thirty years later, l would understand that Mom's drink because we plant 

peach trees when our ch ildren are a llergic to peaches. We put socks on their feet 

that mark them for li fe. We lay awake at night wondering how we will get them 

out of the ir rooms if the house is struck by li ghtening, or what we would do if that 

child on the leukemia te lethon was ours. 1 worry about nosebleeds, dogs that 
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come into our yard, or if Ben is still upset about tbe kids wbo laughed at him at 

lunch wben the Jello I packed spilled onto the table, or if he wi ll be stolen or 

abused or drink, or grow up or be lonely or diabetic. Our love fo r them is brutal, 

immobilizing, terrifying and irrationa l. We drink because that love overw helms 

us. 
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Snow 

When summer's sunburn begins 
to peel and flake, 

1 like to stand over a dark blue blanket in the yard 
scratch and dance about, 
and watch the pieces of me 
fa ll to the ground 
like snow on Christmas morning. 

In the w inter, 
there 's d ry legs to scratch, 
chapped lip skin to peel 
and throw out the window, 
unless I accidenta lly swallow a shred of myself, 
like when I poured your ashes out of a bag 
and into a large clay pot. Some of you 
blew back in my face and I swa llowed it, too. 
The rest of you we spread from the Miss is ippi ri ver 
to the Mid Bay Bridge in Oka loosa county. 

So I' ll shake, bite and pee l the dead pieces of myself, 

I imagine they' ll meet up with pieces of you, 
they' ll go to 7- 11 and get a banana s lurpee, 
end up as dust on someone else's coffee table, 
a mess for someone else to c lean up. 

4 1 



42 

Admittance 

Ben' s second grade c lass sang at Busch Stadium the night I decided to quit 

smoking . By the seventh inning the Cardinals had a firm lead, and Ben was 

getting cold in the September evening, so we decided to beat tra ffic and head 

home earl y. After 1 carried him to his bed, I couldn ' t sleep. The blankets kept 

curling around my legs and J cou ld feel a spring poking my hip from ins ide the 

mattress. I was overcome by the fear that must reside somewhere in a ll smokers. 

I am going to die o f cancer. 

So much o f my childhood is vague to me, like it happened in a book I 

skimmed. Endings J remember but how things begun or those parts in between 

arc absent. 1 don' t rea ll y remember why I started smoking. The first c igarette 

was a Kool Menthol I stole from my Step-Dad and smoked behind his 

Volkswagen Golf. I hated it. 

The next c lear nicotine memory I have is s itting in a Denny' s booth in at 

four in the morning study ing for a Human ities M id-Term. I ordered a p iece of 

chocolate cake and countless cups of coffee with two creams and a sugar. In 

between refi lls, I smoked cigarettes one after another and read Des Cartes and 

Humes. 

A ll though I smoked through college, I don' t remember myself as a 

smoker. There are no memories of rummaging through jean pockets for four 

dollars in change. I don t think I ever pulled off the road to buy a lighter because 

I couldn ' t fi nd the one I had bought two days ago. Not once do I th ink I ever 

tood out idc in the ra in or ran through a theatre lobby during intermission 

becau e I needed to moke. 
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At first, it was convenient. Working a double shift as a waitress is easier 

when you can sit for a few minutes on empty beer kegs by the dumpster to smoke. 

The g irls that didn ' t would spend their time filling salt shakers or making tea. 

Plus, smoking meant something. I am not sure if it meant I was old enough or 

that I didn ' t care I had dropped out of college to serve beer and well-done steak. 

think it probably meant I wasn't afraid. 

It would take years before I would find that fear. Even after my mom 

called me about the spot they found on Steve, my Step-Dad 's, lung, I wasn't 

afraid. 

" It ' s probably just pneumonia, o r maybe just fluid build up from bis heart 

attack ," my mom had to ld me over the phone. 

Her voice sounded sca red. My Dad had smoked his entire li fe and had 

never gotten as much as a cold. He used to joke and say that a germ wouldn't 

dare try lo live in his body, the smoke would ki ll it. I remember Christmas 

mornings when my brother and I would wait in our pajamas whil e my mom made 

coffee and Dad smoked in the garage. Yet in a ll my memories of him, I never 

remember the smel l of cigarette smoke, just the sme ll of the peppermints he 

a lways had in his jacket pocket. 

Steve had worked for the police department in Maryland Heights, but 

only on Wednesday' s and some weekends. His real job was as a alcsman for a 

moving and storage company. A year after he died I learned he had wanted to be 

a full time police o fficer, but when he met my mom, she was studying for nurs ing 

school at nig ht. Someone needed to watch Chris and I, so he took a different day 

job and only volunteered when he could with the police. 
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He had retired from the police department by the time he had his second 

heart attack. Unlike the first one, this time he was in intensive care for two 

weeks, much of the time unconscious. When he would start to wake up he would 

fight with the nurses, the IV, the bed rai I. We hadn ' t been to church in years, but 

my mom called the priest from our o ld church and he sat with us, ta lked to my 

mom quietly in another room. 

Somehow, he survived. The doctors sa id two-thirds o f his heart had been 

damaged, he had congestive heart fa ilure, but he was still alive. Even after he 

recovered, he had to cut his hours back at work when he found himself surveying 

the contents of a customer's basement and was too winded to walk back up. Even 

that he laughed about. 

"So I just sat on the stairs and ta lked to them about where they were 

moving, and how many hours the packers would need to be there." 

When he wasn' t working, he'd get bored. He'd go to Walmart and 

arrange a ll the movies in the $5 dollar bins. He'd cook dinner for my mom, trying 

to sneak real salt in the food instead of sa lt substitute. When Ben would come 

over, they' d watch te levision or knock a plastic gol f ball around the living room 

fl oor with tiny, two-year o ld s ized clubs. 

Occasionally, he'd end up back in the hospital, for what specifically, J 

don ' t remember. I feel like 1 should - like I should have remembered each 

admittance, each time what was left of his heart allowed fluid to back up in his 

body but I don' t. I remember not being able to sleep most nights. Ben and I 

were living with them at the time, and every so o ften, my mom would run into my 

room in the middle of the night and tell me I needed to open the door for the 
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paramedics who were on the ir way. I would lay awake at night, waiting to see her 

silhouette in my doorway. Eventua lly, 1 got my doctor to prescribe anti-anxiety 

medicine. And after that, I don' t remember much at a ll. 

He did quit smoking after his heart attack. I believed then, that somehow 

God was fa ir; that we each got one really bad thing to deal w ith, and congestive 

heart fa ilure was what my Dad had drawn. I figured lung cancer would be 

someone else ' s card. It wasn ' t. 

He died a week be fore Christmas, a lmost two months after J was married. 

He had been at my wedding, walked me down the a is le with Walt, my birth · 

fa ther. I danced with them both at the reception, but Steve had been first. I didn ' t 

know then the cancer had spread to his brain , that a few weeks later my mom 

would call me and ask me to come over before she could would call an ambulance 

for tbe last time. 

" I thought I could do it A nne, I thought I could keep him here at home. 

But T j ust can ' t." 

I like to think he was too confused by then, that he didn ' t realize I was 

lying when I sat with him behind the curtai n part ition in the admitting department 

at Missouri Baptist and told him he was going to be fine. l think he knew he 

wasn' t. 

He was unconscious at the end. I remember the sound of the venti lator 

rhythmically pushing a ir the last time I saw him. I thanked him, told him I loved 

him, and that I had forgiven him for things we never spoke of. Later, I ' d hear that 

sound again , once on the beach in Florida before a stom1, and countless other 



times when I couldn ' t sleep and I' d stare at the ceiling listening to my husband 

breath. 

That should have been enough for me to quit smoking. For my mother 's 

sake, J tried to hide it. I' d sweep cigarette butts off my garage floor before 

birthday' s, and carried Febreeze and gum when I' d meet her fo r dinner. But as 

soon as the party was over, as soon as I pulled away from the restaurant, I' d be 

digging around my purse fo r a lighter. 
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It wasn ' t that I hadn ' t quit before. When I wa pregnant with Ben, the 

sme ll of c igarettes made me sick. It wa easy tha t time; it wasn ' t even a decision 

I had to make. The night I knew Ben's Dad wa n ' t coming back; I broke down 

and went to my sister-in- laws apa1tment and smoked one of hers. That night I 

dreamed o f g iving birth lo a child with no arms or lungs. 

I didn ' t have another ciga rette until the day I s topped breast feeding. 

figured smoking one wouldn 't make me a smoker again. Once became two, and 

then a pack, and then I was carrying fcbreeze and lighters around again, this time 

in my diaper bag. 

When Ben was about nine months o ld, I fo und myself s itting a lone in the 

apa1t ment I shared w ith the boyfriend I had met after Ben ' s Dad but before my 

husband. He worked nights as Casino security, and after Ben would fa ll as leep in 

hi s crib, I 'd go out on the patio and chain smoke. One night, I ran out of 

cigarettes. The closest pack was at a gas station across the street. 

While I could see the gas station fro m my bedroom window, it still 

required me to get in my car, turn down two streets and cross a highway to reach. 

All of which I did, w hile my son lept, a lone in the apartment. J wa gone maybe 
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six minutes and he was fine when I came back, still dreaming what ever it is 

infants dream. None of the thousand things that could have happened in those six 

minutes happened. What terrified me even more tban those six minutes is at that 

moment I didn ' t care. 

Ben was about two when I saw him pretend to smoke a red crayon. We 

were sitting in traffic when he found it in hi s car scat, and held it up to bis lips and 

pretended to smoke it. He smiled at me. 

The next day, J enro Ued in my company' s smoking cessation program. 

quite so successfully, J became the poster child for the company. They tacked my 

"testimonial" on bulletin boards by the time clock, and had me write a piece for 

our employee newsletter. I was famous. They even put my story up on the 

QuitForLife website, although they used some stock photo of a thin brunette 

sitting beside a lake. For a time, you cou ld Google my name and it would come 

up with me and that red crayon . 

.I became a smoker again after two margaritas at a happy hour. It fe lt like I 

was home. After that I tried to hide my smoking from Ben. I would only smoke 

when he wasn' t around. If I was at home, I'd smoke in the garage, c laiming I 

needed to make a phone call or talk to Daddy privately. Sometimes he'd open the 

garage door and find me throwing something down or exhaling a white c loud. I 

would yell at him and tell him to go back inside, afraid to meet his eyes. Once or 

twice he'd ask about the empty pack in the trash or the cigarette butts in the yard. 

"Oh those?" I'd say. "That must be from Aunt Donna. Go inside" 

I knew he knew better, but he was smart enough not to ask again. 
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A month before I quit again, the father of my best friend's son, hung 

himself. Tamma had Caleb when she was 17, but never married his Dad. Caleb, 

now 13, had begun acting 13, and she had sent him to his Dad's house for a week. 

"Maybe he can straighten him out before school starts," she had told me 

over the phone. She sounded tired. 

I was in a hotel room in Seattle when she called me and told me what had 

happened. His father, apparently despondent over an argument with Caleb's step

mom, tied a rope over his bedroom door and hung himself. Caleb later told his 

mom he knew something was wrong because be could sec the rope tied to the 

outs ide of the door, on the handle. 

"l can't explain how fucking pissed I am," Tamma said. "He was just so 

selfish, to leave Caleb like that, co even think that was a choice." 

That's what I was thinking the night after the baseball game. That I was 

selfish, how Ben would have to hold my hand, run his hand over my hair like be 

does now before he fa ll s as leep, when I am in a hospital bed dying of cancer. 

I was finally afraid. 

Having quit two previous times, I assumed this time wou ld be s imilar. It 

had been always been easy to stop - not starting again had been the problem. 

When I woke up Saturday morning, I put on a nicotine patch from my bolidays

with-the-family supply. At first it wasn't so bad. I tried not to look at the garage. 

I cleaned - c losets, sock drawers, the bath tub, my son 's star wars ships. I 

watched the Cardinals game and tossed a Nerf ball back and forth with Ben for all 

. . . 
nine 111n111gs. 
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When I was about eight, Steve bad tried to quit smoking for a brief period. 

This was before cancer and heart disease, so I have no idea what his motivation 

was. But l remember him being mad, his fists were clenched for days. ln the car, 

I remember him saying something about divorce and my mom. A week later, he 

was happy again, a pack of smokes in his upper pocket. 

By the third day with out a cigarette, I became worried that mean words 

would come out of my mouth. I stayed very qu iet. When my hands started to 

shake, 1 crawled into bed and played solita ire on my phone. I tore the acrylic 

na il s off my fingers. Driving anywhere on my own made me want to cry. 

Sometimes I'd feel my chest get hot, my heart would beat as ifl 'd been 

racing. Mostly I'd get this fee ling w hen I' d wake from an a larming ly vivid, 

nicotine-induced dream. Lying in bed, I'd remember something J had misplaced, 

my cell phone, a book borrowed from a friend, my flash drive, and I couldn ' t go 

back to sleep. Losing things had a lways made me manic, but my coping 

mechanism bad been to smoke. I sit barefoot on my porch, take slow, deep drags, 

and calm down. Inevitably, l'd remember where I left my keys, or where J' d 

hung by black shirt. With out that cigarette l was all alone, left with nothing but a 

dark house full of a ll the things I had lost. 

Twelve days into my quitting, l was able to speak more w ith out fea r of 

what I would say. I painted and repainted my nails. I was still wearing a nicotine 

patch, so I knew all of the lost and uncomfortable feelings were primarily in my 

head. l could go severa l hours with out thinki ng of it, and then one of an 

unending list of things would happen - coming home from lunch at m y mom's, 



waiting for the oven to preheat, the second glass of wine - and I would find 

myself almost walking back to the garage. 
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More than anything l wanted to be able to sit the edge of Ben 's bed, and 

while he would sleep, whisper, ''I promise I won't die like that," or at the very 

least, "1 promise you 1 will never smoke again." But 1 know I can't promise either 

of those things. 

At times, l know J am about to give in and smoke, but l tell myself to wait 

twenty more minutes. After the second failed round of solitaire, Ben comes in; he 

wants to know what toga is. Eventually l give in to his requests, put my phone 

down and search for a white table c loth. I won ' t even notice when twenty-seven 

minutes have passed. Instead I wrap him up in a toga, tucking the comer in 

tightl y behind between his shirt and shoulder so it won ' t fall of when he jumps on 

my bed . 

"Make it so it will last for awhile," he says. 

And I try. 
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