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Rave Reviews for Mary Karr and Cherry

“Karr captures, exactly, what it’s like for a girl to kiss the first boy she loves.…She captures, exactly, what it’s like to start high school.…She captures, exactly, what it’s like to be a book-hungry teenager, enraptured by the words and heady ideas that offer transport from the banalities of small-town life.…As she did in The Liars’ Club, Ms. Karr combines a poet’s lyricism and a Texan’s down-home vernacular with her natural storytelling gift.”

—Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times

“A compelling ride through [Karr’s] adolescence.…What distinguishes Karr is the ability to serve up her experiences in a way that packs the wallop of immediacy with the salty tang of adult reflection…her descriptions of the bruised-lip, druggy wonder of teenage love are precise, unsentimental, and lovely.”

—Chicago Tribune

“The Liars’ Club left no doubt that Mary Karr could flat out write…the one question everyone had upon finishing her story was, could she do it again? Cherry lays that question to rest once and for all.…It never lacks for those trademark Karr details, but it’s about all of us.”

—Newsweek

“A smart, searing memoir.…Romance, in all of its wondrous and heartbreaking incarnations, is Karr’s great subterranean subject, the ground upon which her wily, whip-smart writing catches root.”

—Lisa Shea, Elle

Stunning.…If The Liars’ Club succeeded partly because of its riveting particularity, Cherry succeeds because of its universality. The first book is about one harrowing childhood, the second about every adolescence. She can turn even the most mundane events into gorgeous prose.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Cherry is the kind of book a brave parent could do a lot worse than to give to a teenager.…Teenage girls might come away from it knowing that they’re not freaks, that mistakes aren’t fatal, and that good writing kisses just about everything better. And for teenage boys, reading Cherry would be like stealing the other team’s playbook.…Mary Karr gives memoir back its good name.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Here, intact, is the smart, sassy, wickedly observant voice first met in The Liars’ Club, a voice that knows how to tell a story in a crackling vernacular that feels exactly true to its setting.”

—The Washington Post

“Cherry delivers. Karr still has her delicious knack for making you guffaw through horrible events…its humor, warmth, and crackling language should keep Karr’s fans hungering for another round.”

—People

“Karr writes about adolescence with the same emotional precision that illuminated her account of childhood…[she] nails with wonderful specificity the complex way adolescents bond intellectually and emotionally. Her descriptions of her early sexual experiences are also original. Her language is frank without becoming clinical, and she captures the swooning tenderness of a kiss without sounding sentimental…firmly rooted though it is in a particular time and place, Cherry, like all serious autobiographies, is about something much more universal: the construction of a satisfying identity or, more precisely, the discovery of a fundamental self that was there all along.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“It’s the powerful spiked punch of Karr’s writing that amazes.…Cherry is about the dizzy funk of female teen sexuality, and Karr captures the innocence and dirt of it, the hunger and the thrill, with exquisite pitch. Karr’s connection to her younger sexual self is profound with mercy or nostalgia.…Karr identifies the vulnerable, frightening gap between most girls’ night thoughts and those in the day.…Right now, in this remembrance of blooming, Karr continues to set the literary standard for making the personal universal.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“This book is best when it portrays things common to all of us in adolescence. The woeful sense of isolation. The fierce desire to have friends. The agitated, wondrous discovery of things sexual. Those awkward kisses in the dark. And the risks.”

—USA Today

“This book is about being a female adolescent, a horrible fate; the best that can be said of it is that one does recover. The extraordinary thing about Karr, in addition to the poetry of her writing, is her stunning honesty.”

—Molly Ivins, Ft. Worth Star-Telegram

“Awesomely written.…Cherry is beautifully wrought and tart in its angst-wrangling.…Karr can render sentences so powerful as to make you bow your head in reverence.”

—The Village Voice

“Cherry is beautifully written, without a single word wasted. Karr’s poetic yet tensile language creates exceptional landscapes, both physical and emotional…her broad but precise descriptions, coupled with piercing insights into the sometimes agonizing trials of growing up, create fully realized characters with whom the reader can immediately empathize.…Hardly a soul alive hasn’t felt exiled in the dark territory of adolescence; Karr maps this landscape expertly and candidly.”

—The San Diego Union

“Step aside, J. D. Salinger, and take your alter ego Holden Caulfield with you. Mary Karr has staked out your turf, the upended land of adolescence. And she is just smart, angry, sensitive and self-mocking enough to defend it with everything she’s got…this time Karr has created another fiercely poetic and alternately bruising, comic, and picaresque account of her wild and painful journey through early adolescence. And if ever the tortuous metamorphosis from caterpillar to damaged butterfly has been captured in print, this is it…the tales of her first serious crush, first kiss and first date [are] each gorgeously delineated in all their tragicomic dimensions, and unique in the way they capture the overwhelming combination of attraction and repulsion involved in early sexual experiences. But everything Karr touches is emblazoned with this raw honesty and a sense of the breathtaking confusion and emotional terrorism of adolescence.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“Cherry, Karr’s riveting, high-octane sequel to The Liars’ Club, disproves F. Scott Fitzgerald’s oft-quoted piece of wisdom about there being no second acts in American lives…it is the kind of book that leaves you exhausted with pleasure—for the jigsaw music of its language, its unyielding candor, and the vignettes of adolescence that barrel down on you with all the force of a life reimagined with heartbreaking humor and sadness.…It’s about time that teenage girls have their stories told. Karr’s account of her teenage years is a universal chronicle of the boredom and skin-tingling excitement that is the essence of growing up—anywhere.…Karr remembers with such vividness that the story strikes the reader with the force of literature, the power of experience felt at that instant.…She is each of us as an adolescent—yearning, romantic, racing against our own heartbeats.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Karr’s eloquent tome on her tumultuous teen years is not just another memoir…her masterful concatenations of language are downright addictive.…She has taken the courageous step of stepping back fully into that sometimes unlovely adolescent self, a place where pride, self-loathing, euphoria, idealism and rage stutter and roil so violently that emotions are hard to pin down from one moment to the next. Karr articulates this roller coaster of sensation and experience with razor-sharp authenticity.…Cherry offers a genuine and eloquent portrait of what adolescence could be like for women of the baby boomer generation.”

—The Seattle Times

“Cherry is a bittersweet look at first kisses, first loves and first times, those mutable moments that somehow become trapped like insects in amber…it is also a layered examination of the many ways in which we grow from children to adults, assembling ourselves as unique individuals, separate from our families and our villages.…As much as Cherry is a coming-of-age story, it is also the explanation of how a woman can emerge from her tangled history.”

—Los Angeles Times

“This sequel to The Liars’ Club takes us where few female memoirists dare to tread—adolescence. Karr’s small East Texas hometown may be surly, but her depiction of how she got out of it is warm, unsparing, and filled with humor…she manages to evoke both the peculiarities of the ’70s and the universal humiliation connected with coming-of-age.”

—The Minneapolis Star Tribune

“By some alchemy of words we get within the teenager standing in the tremulous green light of a bathroom, watching her friend twist the razor’s stem so the safety hinges open ‘like a magic doorway.’ Again and again, Karr goes inside the dangers, the devastations of coming of age.…Cherry is a tour of the mind, conducted with the pitiless deliberation of art.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“Mary Karr’s scorching memoir of the ’70s picks up where The Liars’ Club left off…her lickety-split sentences combine what she calls her daddy’s gift of voice with her own poet’s sensibility to make Cherry an amazing experiment in language as well as story.”

—The Portland Oregonian

“Fans of Karr’s award-winning The Liars’ Club will not be disappointed by this feisty, funny, and tender memoir of a drug-ridden coming of age.…Karr vividly captures those moments that are so important to a girl growing up, and explains why they are important.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Moving effortlessly from breathtaking to heart stabbing to laugh out loud raucous, the precision and sheer beauty of Karr’s writing remains outstanding.”

—Publishers Weekly
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Time’s march is a web of causes and effects, and asking for any gift of mercy, however tiny it might be, is to ask that a link be broken in that web of iron, ask that it be already broken. No one deserves such a miracle.

—Jorge Luis Borges A Prayer  

Translated by Andrew Hurley




NO ROAD OFFERS MORE MYSTERY than that first one you mount from the town you were born to, the first time you mount it of your own volition, on a trip funded by your own coffee tin of wrinkled up dollars—bills you’ve saved and scrounged for, worked the all-night switchboard for, missed the Rolling Stones for, sold fragrant pot with smashed flowers going brown inside twist-tie plastic baggies for. In fact, to disembark from your origins, you’ve done everything you can think to scrounge money save selling your spanking young pussy.

It’s best if you set out on this quest with friends equally young, because then all of you will be carried through several days’ sleepless drive and infrequent pee-stops across massive scorched desert by a collective hallucinogenic insomnia that turns the gigantic cacti into (alternately) first a guitar-toting mystic and then a phantom hitchhiker and finally into a spangled matador cutting veronicas above the sand floor. You will be carried past these metaphorical monsters by the fire and wonder of your collective yearning toward your chosen spot, the black dot on the map at which your young-muscled bodies will be fired. In this case, Los Angeles.

Los Angeles. You’ve never been there, never been to any city that newscasters mention on TV. Still, in the three months since you’ve decided to head for California, you like to lie on the bare floor your mom let you yank the carpet out of and then lacquer black while you say the city’s name over and over as in prayer. Los Angeles, Los Angeles. You know almost nothing about the place, so while you’re waiting for your friends to come in a blue truck to ferry you off, you stare at its spot on the map, as though peering close enough will split the small dark seed of your future and reveal whatever self you’re fixing to become.

You know this won’t happen, of course. You’re not exactly stupid. You’re only standing in your shitty yard on the brink of what will be a vaporously hot morning waiting for the blue truck with questionable fuel pump and worn brakes to take you the fuck out of there. You look up the road. Nothing: a pink sky, the same warped curve of blacktop leading to the stop sign. The map you got in a neat rectangle at the Fina station now surges in your hands under the light wind.

So much comes from California, and now you’re going there, to the origins of things. The LSD you call orange sunshine looks like baby aspirin and comes (in name if not in fact) from Orange County, California. It’s just one more totem of the Golden State that set you yearning for it.

If you had your druthers, you’d all be setting out for northern California, San Francisco specifically. That’s where Haight-Ashbury is (The Hate, your right-wing sister calls it). On TV and in Rolling Stone magazine and in books like Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, you’re told this place is aswarm with longhaired boys—blond and anorectic looking. These boys are not like the meat-eating, car-disemboweling, football-watching, squirrel-murdering boys you grew up dodging spitballs from. These west coast boys subsist on brown rice and ceramic bowls of clear broth in which sheer ideograms of seaweed float. Unlike the boys of your town, who (for the most part) read nothing but the football scores, or (for the surfers anyway) the tidal charts of the newspapers in order to paddle out just before the best waves break, these California boys have rooms lined with books. They know their astrological rising signs and the names of constellations and how to weave plain old string into beaded macramé belts that you can sell outside rock concerts for some bucks apiece.

These boys occupy more and more of your conscious thought. Lying on your Sears trundle bed with the Mexican throw you picked up on a surfing expedition, you picture their long torsos and shirtless chests above their low-slung Levis.

San Francisco has other myths that recommend it, other draws besides the bead-bedecked boys. The only two books you own by living poets come from San Francisco’s City Lights Books—a dwarfish little pamphlet by Allen Ginsberg and its companion text by Lawrence Ferlinghetti. They fit neatly in the cardboard box you’re taking to Los Angeles.

Meanwhile, you’re waiting for courage. You hope to marshal enough of it to go inside and say goodbye to your daddy, who has decided to deal with your final departure as he’s dealt with the past three years’ occasional departures. He ignores it. There’s nothing so dire that Daddy can’t let it slip by with a stoical stare. Before you have to meet that gaze and turn from it so the weight of it is borne on your back for all the days you live away from this house, you try to get your hope-machine pumping.

The map usually does it, staring at it. You drag your ragged thumbnail along the trajectory you’ll follow across the state of Texas (ear to ear, as your daddy says), the whole yellow desert you’ll pass through ending finally in a vast wash of royal blue. The Specific Ocean, you call it, for you’ve learned there’s often a slanted truth in words you blur like this.

You finally sit your bony ass down on the concrete porch where the night’s chill of heavy dew seeps through the butt of your jean shorts. You try for a few minutes to refold the map as it was in the wire cage at the Fina station. But it’s a dismantled mechanical bird in your hands with no Tab B or Slot C to make sense of. You mean to write a poem about that, too, but it keeps coming out all wrong in the ticker tape that clicks through your head. You very much dread saying goodbye to your daddy, who has, in fact, ignored your upcoming trip so well that even your emptied room and the plates you stood wrapping in Leechfield Gazette classifieds escaped comment.

There Daddy sits in his straight-backed posture, all right angles on the faux leather chair in clean khakis and shiny black shoes. Six in the morning: all dressed and no bar to go to. He is not smoking. Not smoking for him is a form of pouting. He’ll also turn down food when he’s mad. Say, Y’all go on, I’m not hungry. It’s his way to say that nothing anybody has interests him one sliver.

When you bend over to hug him, he smells of coffee dosed with whiskey. His mere presence in its dogged absence makes you cry, and the tears fall from your face to his khaki back where they hit and darken the weave. Behind him there’s an entire wall of books that first set the engine of your yearning in motion and over many years of reading and study led to this disapproved-of departure. Next to the wall of books is a painting of the seacoast at High Island that your mother did in the early fifties before you were born.

Maybe it’s no accident that you have camped at that very spot a hundred nights, sleeping-bagged under Meekham’s Pier, so you could be there when the good waves rolled in with the main tide just before dawn. Maybe that painting of Mother’s kick-started this longing for the sea that your readings of Moby Dick only augmented.

You dab the back of your hand against your eyes so you can better see the wrinkled majesty of your daddy’s profile against the white wall. He’s looking off into the painting like old Ahab scanning for whale, but the corners of his mouth pinch down. And while you know it’s his standard look—nothing personal—the innate distance in it fuels your own diffidence. It’s what keeps you from talking to him overmuch or questioning his whereabouts or offering details of your own. You sense his actual, upcoming geographic distance from you as a keening whine in the base of your skull.

What you crying about, Pokey? he finally says. (Probably there was tenderness in that voice, but you first heard it as annoyance.) He roots through his pockets for a handkerchief. You just stand there, your face wet. You finally say that you’re gonna miss him.

Where you going? he asks. The question’s posed with that airy wonder that makes you puzzle over what the whiskey has left unsinged from his head.

When you say California, he winces at you in disbelief.

He says, Who told you that? Who told you you could do that? As if anybody has told you much of anything related to your comings and goings for years. You’ve long since stopped slithering in and out of the house through your window screen. You’ve come and gone at all hours, weekends and weeks at a time.

Suddenly, the threads that tie you to your daddy seem frail as spider’s silk. You fumble for something that will impress on him your earnest competence in planning this trip. The work ethic usually gets him, and in spurts you will work hard. You tell him how much money you’ve saved. You mention the two factory jobs you have lines on—one silk-screening T-shirts, another fiberglassing catamarans. He doesn’t ask you where you’ll stay, so you don’t have to lie about the friends of friends who vaguely agreed to let you park the truck in their driveway. But you lie anyway.

In your lie, you build a rolling assortment of town houses on the beach. There are boats listing on the bay and sleek polished cars in numbered slots. You don’t even fully believe such a world exists off TV shows, but still you tell your daddy about it. Then you decide it belongs to Beth Ann Guidrey’s uncle. You choose her because your daddy’s especially fond of her, but he never runs into her divorced parents who might disavow the story.

The TV is on some rerun, but your daddy stares past it. He’s off inside his own head, where he goes to wander—you imagine—some solitary rows of low-growing peanuts or fat watermelons still held to the vine, which rustly world hasn’t existed since 1920, when he was a boy in the fields around the logging camp trying to hide from work in the far, low furrows. You have been wiped from his consciousness in one clean swipe.

He stares and stares as if by looking away from you like this, he could, after a minute, look back to find the girl in pigtails you once were and whose plate he still composes with piles of black-eyed peas and cornbread slathered with oleo.

He finally says to the TV screen, You want me to make you some breakfast?

He asks you every morning. And every morning you say you’re not hungry.

From the far juncture, you’ll imagine you can see inside his heart better. Your daddy is tired with a generalized alcohol-soaked heaviness that has nothing to do with any body. Later, you’ll hear he has a mistress much younger than he is, a waitress, whose husband—once he discovers this betrayal—will put a bullet first through her skull, then his own. This will cause your daddy to weep like a child and curse at anyone who tries to hold him and flail out as if to strike you, which you know he would never do.

You will also someday realize the impossibility of your daddy’s dilemma with regard to you. Sure, by not forbidding you to go, he silently endorses an insane plan whereby you leave home with little more than a hundred dollars for an unknown region with this gaggle of boys whose chief recommendation is that they’ve all so far managed to evade—despite the cops’ best efforts—serious jail time. In fact, your older sister, Lecia, likes to say, If the law don’t want them, why should Mary? If, however, your daddy had forbidden you to go, you may well have damned him for that. The truth is, for whatever reasons, you’ve become strange to each other. He stormed the beach at Normandy, drives a truck, hangs out at the American Legion or the VFW with other men in work clothes. You’re embracing the skittery surface of surfing and psychedelia. The atmosphere between you has gone muddy. You are a mere scarecrow in his telescope lens, and he in yours.

Maybe it’s only after your daddy’s been dead fifteen years that you create this longing of yours for him and his denial of it, because it’s easier to bear the notion that he rejected you than vice versa.

Goddamn lying bastards, your daddy finally says. And you see he’s fixated on the TV. Then he says, You don’t need to go to California. His reasoning for this judgment is so ancient he doesn’t even bother repeating it. Like all his advice, it’s endured in the same form for seventeen years. The grooves it’s worn in your young head have been played too often. They produce only static: His parents rented him out to Kansas sharecroppers for field work when he was just a boy. He never wants you to feel turned out that way, and since the only bona fide reason for going anywhere is (as he sees it) either a war they make you fight or a financial flamethrower on your butt, you don’t need to go.

He says, You need to stay right here at forty-nine-oh-one Garfield. California’s ass.

For him that’s the end of it. The television starts the chirpy music from Dialing for Dollars, a show he used to watch with reverence, shushing all talk and waving off phone calls while he waited each day for the phone to ring. Not long ago, he noticed that the chopped up phone books they drew numbers from weren’t just Leechfield but included other towns, even other counties.

Hell that’s not local, he said the first time he noticed that they were calling Beaumont.

Lecia was teasing her platinum hair for a date. The can of Aqua Net she fanned around made your eyes burn. She said it was local to the broadcast area. You know for a stone fact that she tells people your parents aren’t her parents because she’d rather be an orphan raised among distant-cousin-type lunatics than someone who shared up-close your family’s tainted genetic material.

Your cheeks are cool from the tears. You’re shocked again by how little room you take up in this house. You turn to the small blue screen, where this year’s Oil Queen is slipping her small hand into the chicken-wire barrel of sliced up phone books. Her flipped-up hair is dyed Elvis-black. She wears a small tiara pinned over her bangs. Her organdy prom dress rustles when she hands Cowboy Dan the Weather Man today’s number.

This is the moment your daddy waits for each day, when the exchange is revealed so he’ll know exactly what town it is. He says, Hell that’s long distance! That’s Jasper County. He beams a righteousness worthy of Abraham at the goddamn lying bastards on the TV.

You have been dismissed again.

In truth, you dismissed him long before, but you won’t be able to face that for years. You shrugged off his hand when he tried to hug you. When he nagged you about breakfast, you waved him away. You can’t admit to yourself that you first turned your back to him. So you invert the rejection—this distance, your scorn. They’re now his attitudes aimed at you. In reality, he’s an old man in his sixties whose raggedy-looking daughter refuses his every word and whose flight from him seems—no, is—unimaginable.

Suddenly you can’t bear to stand in the same room with him another instant. Part of you expects him to stop your leaving. You can well imagine the blue truck chugging into your driveway, then your daddy’s ropy arm reaching inside its window to draw out that long-haired surfer boy you fancy in order to tear him the proverbial new asshole. Your mother promised this wouldn’t happen. But the seed in you that fears it is also—in the most locked box of yourself—the part that wishes your daddy to claim you back. Of course, you wouldn’t stand still for such restraint of your freedom, but part of you yearns for the old order and his old self—possibilities currently sliding by. Intuitively you know that years of wandering lie ahead for you.

In the kitchen, your gray-haired mother is reading a massive book on art history and digging into a grapefruit half with a serrated spoon. You ask her, Is he gonna stop me going?

This gets her attention, for your exasperation with your daddy is a mirror of hers, which makes this a moment of conspiracy that already feels like betrayal. She looks up and sets the spoon down. She says, What’d he do?

He told me I couldn’t go, you say.

She rolls her eyes. Asks what you expect. Finally, she says, I wish I was going with you. She tells you how she feels like a sinner abandoned to the purgatory of this black sucking bog where everybody but her gets to leave.

Years later, you’ll learn to respond to your mother’s complaints about Leechfield with the useful information that she did leave, and then came back. Sometimes, in moments of fury you’ll say, Leave now if you’re that miserable. That sentence hasn’t yet been formed, much less has it gathered the weight of long-studied conviction you’d need to speak it aloud. But on this day, in the yellow light of your kitchen, her unhappiness loads you down with unnameable guilt.

In the living room, your daddy’s talking to the TV again, this time to a Sabine Pass car salesman who puts his freakishly homely daughter on a kitchen stool for all his commercials. That girl is ugly, your daddy tells the TV. He says, Have to tie a pork chop around her neck to get the dog to play with her. Make a freight train take a dirt road.

You study your mother’s beautiful clear face under its dandelion of white hair and see she’s clearly tired of the green world and only loves what she can draw through her eyes from a page. For years you’ll only come back to her when you get a ride or plane fares go down or the weather’s good enough to hitch. In your chest, a chasm is opening.

Your mother still somehow cannot fathom your leaving her in this madhouse, though she groomed you for it and urged you to it.

She finally tells you that he’ll be fine, your daddy. She says, He won’t make a scene, I promise. You make her swear, and she hooks your pinky with hers like a kid. She goes back to art history, while you go back to the dim cloud of guilt at escaping this place she finds so wretched. You feel like a prisoner whose reprieve sparks despair in the remaining inmates. She starts digging in her grapefruit again as if she’ll find in its pith the wisdom she wishes for.

You say, That’s all I need, for him to snap and hit somebody.

She says, I told him we couldn’t stop you. You’d just go anyway, and then we wouldn’t know where you were.

Actually nothing could be further from true. In fact your mother’s unbridled enthusiasm for this half-baked enterprise of yours sets a cold wind blowing through you. You’re waiting to think up something revelatory and definitive to say when the black cat jumps up on the counter and starts nosing in her saucer.

Your mother says, Ever see anybody else’s cat like grapefruit?

The doors between you are closing. It’s true you’ve brought all the rhetorical tricks you learned in ninth-grade debate club to selling your mother on this idea for the better part of a year. (It’s only when you’re grown that you know how blatantly you lied with your resolve to leave: you were scared.)

Your mother rolls her eyes at the cat lapping grapefruit juice, says, Everything that comes into this house is crazy—whether we choose them for that or they get that way, I don’t know.

When you go to pick up your surfer pal Doonie, his mother stands by the silver garbage can holding a dripping paper bag of trash. She’s got on her bank-teller’s dress with its black-and-white houndstooth check, her glasses hung from a gold chain around her neck. She’s watching the boys strap the surfboards tighter to the racks and rearrange bags and boxes of albums in the truck bed. Worry pinches at her intelligent face, so you feel prompted to speak to this undisguised horror that you’ve halfway prompted.

You say, I’ll look after them, Miz Deets.

She shakes her head, comes back with, And who’s gonna look after you? She drops the garbage sack into its place, then stoops to pick up the lid. She stands there holding it a second like a shield before she fits it to the can.

Then she turns to you and says: Your mother’s actually letting you do this?

This type of question sometimes obliges you to invent stuff—some scene of parental concern with your mother bribing you to stay while your father storms in the background. But you lack energy for any more deceit about your family’s actual nature. On another coast, in another town, you plan to exist free of such duplicity about family and self. You’ll drive from this place and through some transforming aperture into a world where your new self—golden and unalterable—will gleam.

So to Miz Deets you just say yes, your mother is letting you go, and this admission feels like a personal blight. It somehow speaks ill of you that your own parents can relinquish you with such ease.

Doonie hops off the truck-back to hug his mother goodbye as hard as she’ll let him. She tilts her head to one side saying don’t get my lipstick all over. Doonie has the angular body of a praying mantis, and she holds him by the elbows and kisses the air in his direction while wind whips his curly hair around their faces. When she pulls away, you can see her eyes have filled. Don’t worry, Miz Deets, you say. Your face assembles itself into National Honor Society certainty, this expression that says: I’m a by-God American. Bring it on.

But Miz Deets seems unmoved from her doubt and worry. She says, Mary, I was your mama, and you getting in that truck with all them boys, I’d tie you to the bedpost.

This is not meant to hurt. It’s just flat reportage.

You wedge into the truck with your so-called brothers and pull away from the last parental outpost, the vehicle rattling down the narrow road toward the interstate. The boys fire up a goodbye joint, and you suck down more than your share. Your young body is instantly a fresh-lit arrow notched and drawn back and about to be loosed. There’s even a poem about this you intend to write, but in the little notebook you carry you just set down some drifty lines about flaming arrows fired at the sun.

One of the surfboards bolted onto the truck roof is way longer and thicker than all the others. Its underbelly sports a wicked rectangular scar. And in fact surgery was done on it. Following an idea copped from this Jimi Hendrix movie, Doonie cut a window into the fiberglass, then hollowed out a niche in the foam. The resulting hole was filled with an unbroken brick of moss-green pot and various baggies of pharmaceuticals.

Add to those substances your fiercely clung-to ignorance and your need for velocity, and you have a dangerous cocktail.

Someone should stop that truck and the future it chugs toward. Though Miz Deets looks worried, she’s ultimately like other parents and lacks faith in her own powers to control your leaving. You pull away from her feeling naught but hope, though before those six bodies in your company have hardened into adulthood, several will be cut down by drug-related obliterations. Two will take their own lives. Two will pull time in jail.

Who saw it coming? Not you, certainly. Not the friends who follow soon in their own frail vehicles. Casualties to jack up the tally. There’s the young heart cloven with a switchblade so deep the boy was dead, the coroner said, before he hit the barroom floor. There’s the square-off with well armed drug dealers that ends in a boy tied to the chair and beaten. (The biblical phrase Doonie used for these first reports: Live by the sword, you die by it.)

Not to mention the so-called self-inflicted wounds: the car wreck that led to quadriplegia. The brain damage. The overdoses (plural).

Innumerable types of custodian will manifest: parole officers and trustees and court-appointed whoevers. Cops who’ll cuff a fella inside the paddy wagon and drive reckless all the way to the station till his wrist breaks. Cops who’ll peel off a bill on the street if they see a man jonesing too bad. Methadone supervisors and urine checkers; hair analyzers and body-cavity searchers.

With the AIDS virus comes the adage you first hear by phone in the late nineties: Just get me high and let me die—this followed by a sepulchral cough.

In Los Angeles, drugs work these transformative magics till the place stands as a geographical epicenter of grief, a city as sacked and ruined for you as Troy. Well into your forties, any time business forces you to fly there and you watch the airport tarmac unfurl from your cabin’s glinting oval, it will feel like the wrong side of some psychic track.

Nobody tries to stop you. Maybe no one could. When the blind seer in The Odyssey foretold the loss of all companions, that portent went unheeded. The captain had turned to the horizon by then. The ship’s ropes had been loosed, and the sails filled.

You wouldn’t have listened. Wedged bare-legged in the banged-up truck with your fellows, you are still immortal, and that coast across the yellow map of the richest country on earth is beckoning to you with invisible fingers of hashish smoke.


PART ONE
 [image: ] Elementary’s End

…We sense there is some sort of spirit that loves birds and animals, and the ants—

perhaps the same one who gave a radiance to you in your mother’s womb.

Is it logical you’d be walking around entirely orphaned now?

The truth is, you turned away yourself,

and decided to go into the dark alone.

Now you are tangled up in others, and have forgotten what you once knew

and that is why everything you do has some wierd failure in it.

—Kabir The Radiance (13th century)

Translated by Robert Bly


I want to make a noise with my feet

I want my soul to find its proper body.



—Nicanor Parra Piano Solo

Translated by Miller Williams


Chapter One

VIOLET DURKEY HAS A HAMSTER and a miniature turtle who lives in a shallow plastic bowl under a palm tree with snap-on fronds, and an albino rabbit named Snuffles with pink ears from Easter. It’s the hamster I’m thinking about here.

One night he nosed out of his poorly latched cage and scampered across the glowing iron surface of the gas heater, blistering the bottoms of his tiny pink feet, the same feet whose weensy, lizard-like nails Violet had wanted to lacquer Sashay Pink. (Her mom said oh no Violet.) The vet prescribed a greenish antibiotic balm Violet was meant to smudge on with a Q-tip every morning. This balm, deemed icky by Violet, was so tasty to Hamster that he not only licked it up but ultimately (unbelievably) came to nibble off the digits (fingers? toes?) on all four of his feet, which act left him—when Violet burst in from school that day—with bleeding stumps so painful for everybody to look at that he had to be put to sleep.

Violet told this tale of woe in the skating rink’s tiny toilet—her blue eyes misting over and her Earth Angel Pink mouth quivering while Ruth Ann, Sherry, and Suzy Torvino gathered around. The skating rink was a hurricane-fence cage with a brown canvas roof and vinyl flags like those you see in a used car lot strung whapping around its perimeter. From box speakers mounted at the tent’s four corners, the Beatles sang that she loved us yah, yah, yah. This song was warped by coming through the pink plywood door to where we stood at a makeshift sink with little blue packets of Wash-’N’-Dri for after you got done peeing. (Actually, because I never overtly peed on my hands, I never bothered with hand washing anyway.)

In the tiny mirror that hung from a nail poked in fiberboard, Violet’s round, clear face was flushed under her pale freckles. This was the year before we all hit sixth grade. Violet straightened her curly brown hair not with bouts of Curl Free, which her mother said she was too young for, but by having her big sister steam iron said hair under a towel, using clouds of Aqua Net after to hold it. But in the close humid air of that bathroom, the hair spray was failing. From Violet’s otherwise glossy pageboy, small ringlets were breaking loose at the hairline, seizing up in a way that evoked Renaissance paintings (Hans Somebody the Elder) that my mother praised for their delicacy. (The fact that Mother, who was a painter, kept art books deemed our entire clan somewhat suspect.)

In short, Violet was beautiful, and much beloved by the general populace. Her parents and two teenage sisters pampered her, yet she managed to represent herself as both entitled to that pampering and somehow surprised by it. The skates she owned (not rented) had held no one’s feet but hers and did not leave her socks smelling like goat turd. They fit exactly. They were fresh-polished nurse white and had pink pom-poms laced to the toes. The pom-poms matched her gingham clam-digger pants with the knee ruffle, and those matched her crop-top. She and her mother had stitched this outfit up themselves from the Simplicity pattern that morning. When, during school, I whined out loud about my lack of wearable dresses (I had scads but only deigned to wear four of the least babyish ones, and so had to repeat my Monday dress each Friday), Violet always asked why I didn’t just stitch something up. She recommended me to Sigona’s dry goods, where a bin of mod print remnants cost just fifty cents each. More than once she told me that a dress for me probably wouldn’t take a yard.

She might as well have asked why I didn’t slay a zebra for its hide for all the interest I had in sewing.

Violet smelled like grated lemon peel and baby powder. Her Snoopy box purse, balanced open on the sink edge, held a miniature packet of pink tissues for just such weepy moments. There was also a pink rat-tail brush, and a minuscule glass vial of perfume that reminded me of nothing so much as a cyanide capsule from The Man from U.N.C.L.E., my favorite TV show about international spies.

I poked my head past the elbows of girls encircling her while she dabbed under her lashes with the Kleenex wad. I asked to borrow her brush, hoping that this begged favor might buy me entry to their circle when gawking outside it for fifteen minutes had failed to.

“I’m sorry, Mary.” Violet talked in italics sometimes when addressing me, the way you would to a deaf person or foreigner you were pretty sure otherwise wouldn’t twig to what you were saying. “My mother won’t let me loan it out. I’d get in so much trouble.” It seemed that Mrs. Durkey feared Violet’s glossy head would wind up squirming with head lice if she passed her brush around (a not unfounded fear). With that, I was dismissed. She drew back into the comfort of her friends. In a nonitalicized voice, Violet told Ruth Ann and Sherry and Suzy Torvino that they needed to bring their own pillows to her sleepover that Friday.

My expression must have altered, for Violet’s eyes in the tiny mirror clicked in and then detached from Sherry’s and Ruth Ann’s in turn. We’d all been on a cobbled-together track team that summer, myself the relay alternate, and I’d fancied myself somehow welded into Violet’s good graces by a meet we all traveled to in Houston. But Violet’s gaze, which had lit on the floor, said otherwise.

“You’re having a sleepover?” I finally said.

This kind of overt angling for invitations was part of what kept me outside the elbows of those girls. I seemed destined to blunder into conversations nobody else cared to have. Most girls knew better. If Mavis Clay had overheard her own omission from such a party, she would have skated out without a word. But I had to pipe up, to worm the mystery of the event into the air. (Counterphobic, some shrink will later call it, being magnetically drawn to whatever one fears most.)

“See my mom only told me I could have five girls, and Ruth Ann’s my best friend, and Sherry’s my second-best, and Suzy’s my third. And if I don’t invite Joettie Bryant, she won’t invite me to her trampoline party. And if I don’t invite Lynda Delano, her dad will yell at my dad at work. And if I don’t invite Jasmine Texler, Joettie can’t come because her mom goes to Church of Christ and doesn’t know my mom.” Violet gaped at my ignorance of these complex barters in social currency, and all the girls but Ruth Ann mirrored that gaping. (Ruth Ann was someone whose calm blue eyes tended to fall on me at such moments with something like care.)

“But that’s six girls,” I said. Violet looked puzzled, her head cocked itself a notch to the right. I held up my hand and counted them off each finger. “Ruth Ann, Sherry, Suzy, Jasmine, Joettie, Lynda.” With Lynda I stuck my thumb into the air and let my jaw hang.

“Well okay.” She looked imperiously at me. “My mom said I could only have six girls then.”

Such was the early logic of exclusion, as explained to me by Violet Durkey—who, in all fairness, committed no crime other than being adorable enough that I wished to be her. I don’t remember if I actually told Violet Durkey at that instant that she was a snotball and her hamster probably ate his feet off as part of a suicide plan to get loose from her. At some point in my social career, I did let such a comment fly. Which is precisely why I didn’t get asked to sleepovers. Other girls from families weird as mine managed to overcome their origins. Lecia got invited out by popular girls. So did Jasmine Texler, who’d moved to our town after her mom drank a bottle of laundry bluing and died. Jenny Raines even got elected cheerleader though her mom lived in the state loony bin.

Without the company of other girls, the summer became the first of many vastly vacant summers, a long white scroll of papyrus onto which something longed to be writ. Unless I’d found some book to lose myself in (the ferocity of my appetite for books rivaled a junkie’s for opiate), the idleness was stultifying.

That summer I fell into reading as into a deep well where no voice could reach me. There was a poem about a goat-footed balloon man I recited everyday like a spell, and another about somebody stealing somebody else’s plums and saying he was sorry but not really meaning it. I read the Tarzan books by Edgar Rice Burroughs and fancied myself running away to Africa to find just such an ape man to swing me from vine to vine.

I read To Kill a Mockingbird three times in one week, closing it on the last page, then cracking it open again to the first till the binding came unglued and had to be masking-taped back on. In it, a girl my age got rescued from a lunatic trying to kill her by the town bogey man, who’d years before stabbed his daddy with scissors while cutting paper dolls. She actually took this guy Boo by the hand and made friends with him, showing a courage and care beyond anything I could ever muster. (When our town maniac, a massively fat man named Otis, came shuffling down the road talking in whispers about Jesus and the Blessed Virgin and the good elves of this world, I always crossed to the other side.) In the second or third grade, I’d seen the movie of this book, and always superimposed my own face over that of the puckish Scout, while also picturing for myself the chiseled resolve of the young Gregory Peck playing her daddy. Inside their story, I could vanish from myself.

But books have last pages. The instant I finished one such page, I’d be forced to look up at whatever soap opera I had on. In the overacted, melodramatic gestures of those black-eyelined actresses I felt my own day’s heaviness even more keenly. They flung their wrists to their foreheads in torment, or clutched their own heaving bosoms, or pitched their black-veiled selves across glossy coffins. In short, they moved through dramas of consequence far beyond any I’d ever be called to act in.

Mostly, the house was empty. When Daddy wasn’t pulling shift work at the refinery, he either tried to cadge some sleep or stayed off on mysterious rounds. By eighth grade, my sister Lecia had already manufactured a persona for herself that ranged free of the family and its unspoken stigmas. She filled out a 36C cup and dated a variety of football stars. When she climbed the bleachers at a game with legs a yard long in cutoff jeans, her blond flip sprayed into a form no wind could alter, high schools boys stood up by the row.

Mother was only in her studio one afternoon a week, not painting, but teaching painting to various Leechfield housewives. In response to an ad she’d run in the Gazette, women came to set up easels there Wednesday afternoons. To keep them from baking alive, Daddy installed a secondhand window air conditioner that leaked icy water into a pie tin with a steady drip that marked those otherwise timeless afternoons like a conductor’s baton. I was supposed to be exiled to the house for these sessions, for which the ladies paid good money to have Mother stare with furrowed concern bordering on horror at their canvases—muddy-looking peaches and grapes, stiff-backed sunflowers stuck dead center lackluster vases. The worst were the portraits—kids and grandkids mostly, with massive hydrocephalic foreheads and wall-eyed expressions. (“One eye’s looking at you and one’s looking for you,” Daddy said of one.)

The percolator would burble up the burnt coffee smell under the pine resins from the turpentine, a heady mixture that drew me from the solitary house’s endless black-and-white soap operas. Mostly, I’d just sit outside the door on the hood of Mother’s yellow station wagon in the dark garage, listening to the ladies’ endless complaints about their husbands. I specifically recall one lady saying she wouldn’t let her husband touch her pocketbook (a word I’d somehow always known was a euphemism for pussy) till he’d bought her a dishwasher.

“Hell, you might as well sell it down on Proctor Street, if that’s the deal,” Mother said. You could hear the intakes of breath all around, and pretty soon the offended lady came bumping out the door, wet canvases in hand. Once or twice I’d stand in the doorway and wheedle for my own sketch pad and charcoal and one of those giant beige gum erasers that I liked to eat when I was littler.

Other days, Mother was at college studying for her teaching certificate—a real oddity back when few moms worked outside the home. But she wanted a higher standard life than the local average and feared destitution at every turn. (Ironically enough, it was her own extravagant habits that tended to edge us to that brink. During a few screaming matches over debts she ran up, my daddy accused her of far outspending anything she earned teaching, but I wouldn’t swear this was true.) Her college work seemed to me like yet another escape route from the banality of time at home with us.

Mother also had a secret history of hasty marriages and equally hasty dissolutions. Pretty much if you pissed her off good, you could expect to hear her tires tearing out the driveway. Within days, the knuckles of a process server would rap on your door. But I’m writing about the 1960s, when Lecia and I didn’t yet know about all her pre-Daddy adventures. She ultimately racked up seven marriages in all, but we’d only witnessed the two to my daddy—with the short, nearly negligible blip of my stepfather. (He’d appeared after my grandmother’s death, after Mother had been briefly carted off to the hospital for—among other things—the vast quantities of vodka she’d managed to guzzle.)

Such events kept our household from drawing much traffic. Kids loping straight through the yards on Garfield Road tended to cut an arc around ours as you might a graveyard. Probably this was more habit than any deliberate shunning, but the effect was the same.

With the house carved of human life, I took undue interest in the occasional chameleon that slithered from the tangle of honeysuckle through the vents of the air conditioner in my room. Once I spent a whole morning at the bathroom mirror trying to get one such unfortunate lizard to serve as a dangly earring by biting my earlobe. (If you squeezed his soft neck just right, his mouth would open like a clasp.) But he’d only bite down for a second or so before his jaw opened and he fell down my shirt front or into the sink and I’d have to catch him again.
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