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            The Bridegroom Cousin

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         The year I turned forty-three was the year I realized I should have never taken my Mennonite genes for granted. I'd long assumed that I had been genetically scripted to robust physical health, like my mother, who never even catches a head cold. All of my relatives on her side, the Loewens, enjoy preternaturally good health, unless you count breast cancer and polio. The polio is pretty much a done deal, thanks to Jonas Salk and his talent for globally useful vaccinations. Yet in the days before Jonas Salk, when my mother was a girl, polio crippled her younger brother Abe and also withered the arm of her closest sister Gertrude. Trude bravely went on to raise two kids one-armed, and to name her withered arm Stinky.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            _____ Yes, I think "Stinky" is a cute name for a withered arm!

            
            
            _____ No, I'd prefer to name my withered arm something with a little more dignity, such as Reynaldo.

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            Although breast cancer also runs in my family, it hasn't played a significant role. It comes to us late in life, shriveling a tit or two, and then often subsiding under the composite resistance of chemo and buttermilk. That is, it would shrivel our tits if we had tits. Which we don't.

            
            
         

         
         
         As adolescents, my sister Hannah and I were naturally anxious to see if we would turn out more like our mother or our father. There was a lot at stake. Having endured a painfully uncool childhood, we realized that our genetic heritage positioned us on a precarious cusp. Dad was handsome but grouchy; Mom was plain but cheerful. Would we be able to pass muster in normal society, or would our Mennonite history forever doom us to outsider status?

         
         
         
         
         My father, once the head of the North American Mennonite Conference for Canada and the United States, is the Mennonite equivalent of the pope, but in plaid shorts and black dress socks pulled up snugly along the calf. In the complex moral universe that is Mennonite adulthood, a Mennonite can be good-looking and still have no sartorial taste whatsoever. My father may actually be unaware that he is good-looking. He is a theologian who believes in a loving God, a servant heart, and a senior discount. Would God be pleased if we spent an unnecessary thirty-one cents at McDonald's? I think not.

         
         
         
         
         At six foot five and classically handsome, Dad has an imposing stature that codes charismatic elocution and a sobering, insightful air of authority. I've considered the possibility that his wisdom and general seriousness make him seem handsomer than he actually is, but whatever the reason, Dad is one of those people to whom everybody listens. No matter who you are, you do not snooze through this man's sermons. Even if you are an atheist, you find yourself nodding and thinking, Preach it, mister!

         
         
         
         
         Well, not nodding. Maybe you imagine you're nodding. But in this scenario you are in a Mennonite church, which means you sit very still and worship Jesus with all your heart, mind, and soul, only as if a snake had bitten you, and you are now in the last stages of paralysis.
         

         
         
         
         
         I may be the first person to mention my father's good looks in print. Good looks are considered a superfluous feature in a Mennonite world leader, because Mennonites are all about service. Theoretically, we do not even know what we look like, since a focus on our personal appearance is vainglorious. Our antipathy to vainglory explains the decision of many of us to wear those frumpy skirts and the little doilies on our heads, a decision we must have arrived at only by collectively determining not to notice what we had put on that morning.

         
         
         
         
         My mother, unlike my father, is not classically handsome. But she does enjoy good health. She is as buoyant as a lark on a summer's morn. Nothing gets this woman down. She is the kind of mother who, when we were growing up, came singing into our bedrooms at 6:00 a.m., tunefully urging us to rise and shine and give God the glory, glory. And this was on Saturday, Saturday. Upbeat she is. Glamorous she is not. Once she bought Hannah a black T-shirt that said in glittery magenta cursive, NASTY!! She didn't know what it meant. When we told her, she said sunnily, "Oh well, then you can wear it to work in the garden!"

         
         
         
         
         Besides being born Mennonite, which is usually its own beauty strike, my mother has no neck. When we were growing up, our mother's head, sprouting directly from her shoulders like a friendly lettuce, became something of a family focus. We'd take every opportunity to thrust hats and baseball caps upon her, which made us all shriek with unconscionable laughter. Mom would laugh good-naturedly, but if we got too out of hand, she'd predict that our Loewen genes would eventually assert themselves.

         
         
         
         
         And they did. Although I personally have and appreciate a neck, I was, by my early forties, the very picture of blooming Loewen health: peasant-cheeked, impervious to germs, hearty as an ox. I rarely got sick. And the year before the main action of this memoir occurs, I had sustained a physical debilitation-I won't say illness-so severe that I thought I was statistically safe for years to come.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was only forty-two at the time, but my doctor advised a radical salpingo-oopherectomy. For the premenopausal set, that translates to "Your uterus has got to go." A hushed seriousness hung in the air when the doctor first broached the subject of the hysterectomy.

         
         
         
         
         I said, "You mean dump my whole uterus? Ovaries and everything?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, I'm afraid so."

         
         
         
         
         I considered a moment. I knew I should be feeling a kind of feminist outrage, but it wasn't happening. "Okay."

         
         
         
         
         Dr. Mayler spoke some solemn words about a support group. From his tone I gathered that I also ought to be feeling a profound sense of loss, and a cosmic unfairness that this was happening to me at age forty-two, instead of at age-what?-fifty-six? I dutifully wrote down the contact information for the support group, thinking that maybe I was in denial again. Maybe the seriousness and the pathos of the salpingo-oopherectomy would register later. By age forty-two I had learned that denial was my special modus operandi. Big life lessons always kicked in tardily for me. I've always been a bit of a late bloomer, a slow learner. The postman has to ring twice, if you get my drift.

         
         
         
         
         My husband, who got a vasectomy two weeks after we married, was all for the hysterectomy. "Do it," he urged. "Why do you need that thing? You don't use it, do you?"

         
         
         
         
         In general, Nick's policy was, if you haven't used it in a year, throw it out. We lived in homes with spare, ultramodern decor. Once he convinced me to furnish a coach house with nothing but a midcentury dining table and three perfect floor cushions. You know the junk drawer next to the phone? Ours contained a single museum pen and a pad of artisan paper on a Herman Miller tray.

         
         
         
         
         Nick therefore supported the hysterectomy, but only on the grounds of elegant understatement. To him the removal of unnecessary anatomical parts was like donating superfluous crap to Goodwill. Had the previous owners left a beer raft in the garage, as a thoughtful gift to you? No thanks! We weren't the type of people who would store a beer raft in our garage-not because we opposed beer rafts per se, but because we did not want to clutter an uncompromising vista of empty space. Nick led the charge to edit our belongings, but I willingly followed. Had you secretly been wearing the same bra since 1989? Begone, old friend! Were you clinging to a sentimental old wedding dress? Heave ho! Nick's enthusiasm for the hysterectomy made me a little nervous. I kept taking my internal temperature, checking for melancholy. The medical literature I was reading told me I should be feeling really, really sad.

         
         
         
         
         But in the weeks before the surgery my depression mechanism continued to fail me. I remained in a state of suspicious good cheer, like my mother, who had also sustained the trial of early menopause. I called her up. "Hey, Mom," I said. "How did you feel about having to lose your uterus when you were my age?"

         
         
         
         
         "Fabulous," she said. "Why?"

         
         
         
         
         "Did it make you sad?"

         
         
         
         
         "No, I got to take the day off."

         
         
         
         
         "But did you mourn the passing of your youth?" I pressed.

         
         
         
         
         She laughed. "No, I was too busy celebrating the fact that I wouldn't have to have my period anymore. Why, sometimes I used to have to change my pad once an hour! The flow was so thick-"

         
         
         
         
         "Okay, gotcha!" I interrupted. My mother was a nurse, and she had a soft spot in her heart for lost clots, used pads, yellowed bandages, and collapsed veins. If I didn't cut her off, she'd make a quick transition to yeast infections and all would be lost.

         
         
         
         
         After I had talked to my mother, a friend told me gently that I needed to prepare myself for the upcoming shock of not having a uterus. My fifty-four-year-old friend was troubled, she said, by my cavalier attitude to this major rite of passage. I thanked her. Ah, in my heart I had known that my mother's cheery zeitgeist was not the norm! I got good and nervous. I called the doctor's office. "Does a salpingo-oopherectomy come with any weird side effects?" I asked. "For instance, a rash?"

         
         
         
         
         "No rash," said the physician's assistant. "You'll be sore for a couple of weeks, though. No sex for two months."

         
         
         
         
         "Will it decrease my libido?"

         
         
         
         
         "No."

         
         
         
         
         "Will it make me fat?"

         
         
         
         
         "Not unless you stop taking care of yourself."

         
         
         
         
         "Then why do I need a support group?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Many women appreciate a community to support them during this transition," she said earnestly. "Many women find that it is hard to adjust to a new phase in which their childbearing years are over."

         
         
         
         
         I decided to compromise between a posture of pleasant indifference, which was what I actually felt, and a posture of gentle, sensitive loss, which was what I tried to feel over a journal and several pots of soothing elderberry tea. Because I was sensitively writing in a journal, trying honestly to face and feel my emotions, I figured I could give myself permission to dispense with the support group. I'd never been much attached to my uterus to begin with, since I had elected not to bear children. So boo to the support group. What I mean is, God grant those supportive gals abundant sisterly blessings!

         
         
         
         
         But God knew that the journal was a fake, and he ended up punishing my callous insensitivity. (Have I mentioned that the Mennonite God is a guy? Could anyone have doubted it?) During the surgery, Dr. Mayler, who is in most cases quite competent, accidentally punched a hole in two of my organs. He didn't notice. Oops. When I came to, I was piddling like a startled puppy.

         
         
         
         
         So I who had always been the picture of vigorous health was returned to my husband two weeks later in a wheelchair, thin as a spider and clutching a pee bag that connected to my body via a long transparent tube. The first couple of days I was too ill to care, but then my mother's disposition began to assert itself. The truth started to sink in: Pee bag. Tube. I kept watching bubbles drift down the tube, thinking: I am peeing. Right now. At this very moment. Or: I am eating and peeing at the same time. I am woman, hear me pee! That is, hear me empty the pee bag into a plastic basin that is too heavy for me to lift!
         

         
         
         
         
         I lay there doing nothing, unless you count peeing, which was an ongoing activity. But instead of mourning my lost uterus, I took naps and read the New York Times, which in my regular life I never have enough time to finish. Reading the paper at my leisure smack in the middle of the day was not unlike being on vacation-deluxe! said my Loewen genes. The new doctors had told me there was a chance that I would be permanently incontinent, a possibility that would seriously mess with my love life, not to mention my gym schedule. But like my mother, I immediately began telling myself that permanent incontinence wasn't the end of the world. It was better, for instance, than quadriplegia. I had great friends, a husband, and a cat. Large-sized diaper products, although hazardous to the environment and destined for decades in the landfill, were cheap. Why, just the other day, I had seen a coupon for Depends.
         

         
         
         
         
         Because of Nick's rough childhood, we were both worried about how he would handle a much more difficult convalescence than either of us had bargained for. Nick's mother, who had a long history of mental illness, had subjected her children to what nineteenth-century doctors called "a tyranny of vapors"-meaning that she used her many aches and complaints to control folks. No matter what was going on in the lives of her children, it was all about Regina. As an adult, Nick had distanced himself from her, loathing the trope of the Invalid Woman, and he had often told me that he wouldn't be with me if I were one of those clinging, hysterical types.

         
         
         
         
         During our infrequent visits with Regina, I tried to distract her by getting her to talk about her extreme beauty. This wasn't a stretch. Even at eighty-one, Regina had that vavavoom Italian wow factor. She really was physically beautiful-Nick had to get it from somewhere-and she looked twenty-five years younger than she was. She usually wore a tremendous glam wig and stretch pants. I didn't mind asking pressing questions about how many men had asked to marry her. All in a day's work.

         
         
         
         
         I have a story that sums up the essential Regina. Twelve years ago, Nick and I were poor grad students when we got the call that his father had had a severe stroke and was dying in a West Virginia hospital. We couldn't afford to fly, so we hopped in the car and drove nonstop from Chicago to Fairfax, about a twelve-hour drive. We drank gallons of coffee, driving as fast as we dared, willing Nick's father to stay alive until we got there. When we finally pulled up to the hospital, we didn't even stop for the restroom; we ran upstairs as fast as we could, chuffing down the critical-care corridor. There they were, Nick's dad at death's door but still in the game, and Regina, looking every bit the lovely and distraught wife. She jumped up and stretched out her arms to me. "Dear!" she exclaimed intensely. "What do you think of my hair!"

         
         
         
         
         Having Regina for a mother would have freaked anybody out. Would Nick be so repelled by the sight of a feeble female that he would be unable to take care of me?

         
         
         
         
         The lion's share of the gross-out work would fall on him-changing dressings, cathing me, emptying my pee bag into a basin, disposing of my urine like a good old-fashioned chambermaid. "I'll do my best," he said gamely. "But that pee bag's fucked up."

         
         
         
         
         Then Nick surprised us both. He turned out to be a natural in the sickroom. Crisp, competent, almost jovial, he sailed into my sickroom opening windows, fluffing pillows, and lubricating tubes. He appeared with cups of coffee and odd sandwiches. I'd wake to a tray of peanuts, a new maroon nail polish, and a literary journal. "Here," he'd say briskly, handing me a midmorning gin-and-tonic. "Time to take your pills!"

         
         
         
         
         My best friend, Lola, happened to be in the States that summer, and she flew in to hang out with me. Lola was kind of like a support group, and her timing was perfect. I didn't want Nick to have to bathe and toilet me too; it was bad enough that he had to swish my pee. We were the type of married couple who prefers not just separate bathrooms but bathrooms separated by two thousand square feet. I had been intermittently sharing bathrooms with Lola, however, for upwards of thirty-five years, so during her visit, she helped me into and out of the shower. I had gotten so weak that I couldn't even wash my own hair. But Lola and I hardly ever got to spend time together now that she had married an Italian, so, pee bag notwithstanding, what we really wanted to do was maximize our two weeks together. We were on fire to go shopping.

         
         
         
         
         In Italy, most expat Americans find the shopping scene challenging. One, things are hugely overpriced. Two, Italy has a sale only twice a year. Three, Italy does not offer clothing sizes for women with generous opera-singer bottoms. So Lola has to wait to go shopping until she comes stateside, and that summer, in spite of my postsurgery frailty, we were itching to go to Nordstrom Rack. We were trying to find a way to make an afternoon at Nordstrom Rack a reality. "Let's just tuck your pee bag into a colorful tote, and then you can carry it like a purse," said Lola.

         
         
         
         
         "But you'll be able to see the cord coming out of the bottom of my skirt," I objected. "And what about the fact that I can't walk yet?"

         
         
         
         
         "You can lean on a shopping cart," Lola said. "It will be like one of those walkers with a built-in basket. And I don't think anybody will really notice your pee tube, since it's transparent."

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, but bubbles of urine are passing through it all the time," I said, worried. "Look, here's one now, this very second." As it drifted by, my cat Roscoe tried to attack it. "Hey, dumbass," I said to him, "that's not a toy. That's URINE. I don't know, Lola. Am I ready to pee in public?"

         
         
         
         
         "You know what?" said Lola. "Just put it out there. Like a disability you've come to accept. Love me, love my pee tube. People diddle around in public with their gross psoriasis, scratching and brushing. Or think of that guy at the diner who showed up for breakfast with an open wound on his head. Waffles and pork links and a big tender scab with the blood barely clotted. Or think of new mothers who whip out their nipple and breast-feed in public, in front of God and everybody!"

         
         
         
         
         "That's true," I said, much struck. "None of the local diners appreciated the head wound, but everybody thinks it's just fine to breast-feed in public! If women can whip out a big milky nipple, maybe I can flaunt my pee tube."
         

         
         
         
         
         "If you got it, flaunt it!" Lola urged.

         
         
         
         
         And so it was that I sallied forth into public carrying my pee bag in an aqua patent tote, shopping with urinous enthusiasm. The excursion was extremely successful, too, except for the part when I accidentally stepped on the pee bag's clamp and flooded the passenger side of my car with my own urine. Lola stoically hosed out the VW, reasoning that urine duty was a small price to pay for all of the excellent deals we had found. And less than a week later my doctors upgraded me to the kind of pee bag you strap on with Velcro around your leg, under your skirt, like a nasty secret. I taught for half the semester like that. And dang, I'm here to tell you that when it's ninety degrees outside, nothing reminds you of your own mortality like a steaming hot bag of urine hugging your thigh.

         
         
         
         
         I'm happy to report that I made a full recovery from the netherworld of tube and clamp. Six months after the fix-it surgery I was back at the gym, pounding the treadmill with a new sense of gratitude for my interior plumbing. Whereas before I had taken for granted my miraculous ability to run without wetting my leg, I now silently praised my bladder. "Good show! You're holding up great in there, honey! Four more miles! You can do it!" I'd sneeze and think, Brava! You have achieved true excellence, my friendly little sphincter! It took about a year before I stopped intoning St. Francis of Assisi's prayer every time I sat down on a toilet.
         

         
         
         
         
         Which is all to say that given the surprising events of the Year of the Pee Bag, I assumed I was safe from ill health and trauma for decades. But no.

         
         
         
         
         Nick and I had recently moved to a small rural community about forty-five minutes from where I worked. Although the move dramatically increased my commute, Nick had a new job running the psych ward at the local hospital, and he needed to be close enough to troubleshoot at any hour. With his job had come a big promotion. We therefore bought a charming lake house that I wouldn't have been able to afford on my own. This was the first time in our fifteen-year marriage when I was dependent on Nick's financial contribution. Until we moved to the lake house, we had been living in a midcentury rancho close to my college. The rancho had been a fixer, but I had been able to afford the entire mortgage and all our living expenses on my modest academic salary. Nick, an artist by preference and calling, had never held a job long, and when he was employed, he prioritized his art. Painting in oils is expensive.

         
         
         
         
         Two months after the move to the expensive lakefront property, Nick left me for a guy he'd met on Gay.com.

         
         
         
         
         I don't know why it made it worse that the man's name was Bob, but it did. Bob the Guy. From Gay.com. It's funny how when your husband leaves you for a guy named Bob, you begin to revisit memories from the summer before, when hindsight sheds new light on your husband's role during the highs and lows of your convalescence. What you once thought of as evidence of your husband's tenderness you begin to imagine as guilt for dating guys with big wangs. What you once thought of as "Giving You Space to Hang Out with Your Girlfriend from Italy" strikes your imagination as "Threesomes with Ryan and Daren from the Gym." The truth hurts, especially when you're slow to see it.

         
         
         
         
         And also: will somebody please tell me why husbands never seem to ditch their wives until the wives develop a varicose vein the size of a Roman aqueduct? It's like they're waiting for the vein. If our husbands must leave us for guys named Bob, why can't they do it pre-vein, while we are young and gorgeous? Why can't they do it pre-pee bag? Look, I know I'm not the ambassador of all women who have worn a pee bag while their husbands commence illicit relationships with guys named Bob, and so I wouldn't dream of speaking for all of us. But I do know that I would have much preferred to have been ditched before the pee bag. That whole pee bag summer I cherished Nick's brisk yet dear postoperative care. I adored how he'd come into the room chatting about a book, a friend, current events, whatever, and how he'd go down on one knee to empty the pee bag into a basin, talking the whole time of things unrelated to urine, as if squirting his wife's urine were no big deal-too insignificant to mention!
         

         
         
         
         
         Well, here the Loewen genes must do the cosmic shrug. Life does not allow us the luxury of filling out our own questionnaires.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            _____ Yes, I want my husband to leave me pre-pee bag.

            
            
            _____ No, I'd rather he left me post-pee bag.

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            Okay, so. The same week that my husband left me, I was driving home on a two-lane road from a board meeting to the house I could no longer afford. It was the first snow of the season, around nine o'clock at night. Although it had been snowing for a mere twenty minutes, almost everybody had slowed way down, giving the first snow of the season the respect that it deserves. Suddenly a partially inebriated youth lost control of his vehicle, skidded into my lane, and smacked my little VW Beetle head-on. As his headlights bore down on me, I had time to exclaim aloud, "Oh my god, I'm gonna die."
            

            
            
         

         
         
         I heard the crunch, and I remember thinking it sounded hissier and more protracted than the big bangs of the movies. The whole collision was slower than it ought to have been. Gradually I became aware that the windshield was in my mouth. I began spitting, and I sat there for what seemed a long time, tonguing chunks of glass.

         
         
         
         
         Somebody was saying, "Don't move, ma'am. Don't move."

         
         
         
         
         Snow was drifting in. "Ma'am, you've been in an accident!"

         
         
         
         
         I meant to say, with crisp acerbity, "Duh!" What I actually said came out in a feeble whisper. "Nick."

         
         
         
         
         "Who's Nick?" They were strapping me to something.

         
         
         
         
         "My husband." Snow was melting in my eyes. Melted snow was running down my cheeks in rivulets.

         
         
         
         
         "Ma'am, we'll get Nick for you just as soon as we get you to the hospital."

         
         
         
         
         Ah, that was one service the paramedics could not perform.

         
         
         
         
         The nineteen-year-old who had hit me was being strapped into an ambulance. The good fellow confessed to the paramedics that the accident had been his fault. He even looked at me and said, "Sorry, Lady," before he passed out-heartbreaking, poor thing! He was covered in blood and his shirt was gone.

         
         
         
         
         The accident left me with assorted broken bones and Franken-bruises the size of my head. I spat compulsively for two days. When the doctors let me go home, my body looked just as it felt: hips, thighs, and breasts mottled the same steely blue of the lake. I'd cracked my patella, but I couldn't use crutches because I had two broken ribs and a fractured clavicle, so I wheeled myself around the house on my office chair, pushing off with my left arm.

         
         
         
         
         In the days that followed I had plenty of time to wonder if I had somehow been complicit in my own accident. Curtis, the young man who had hit me, was still in Urgent Care; I couldn't talk to him about what had happened. And I couldn't trust my own memory, since I had sustained a granddaddy of a concussion. The doctors told me I had passed out on impact. This information directly contradicted my vague memory of consciousness throughout the experience. Had I had time to swerve and failed? Had my misery pulled Curtis's Jeep Cherokee down on me? Was I a magnet of self-pity? I rolled pensively around the house in my office chair, smelling the candles, lotions, and bouquets my girlfriends had promptly lobbed at me. "Do something for YOU, sweetie!" the cards urged in Oprah-like tones. And I was obedient. Never in all my years had I been so pedicured/exfoliated/fragrant/ditched for a guy named Bob.

         
         
         
         
         Nick was gone. My marriage was over. Under circumstances like these, what was a forty-three-year-old gal to do?

         
         
         
         
         I'll tell you what I did. I went home to the Mennonites. Oh, I had been back to California for the occasional holiday, and I had flown in for my father's enormous retirement bash five years earlier. But in twenty-five years I had not spent any real time in the Mennonite community in which I'd been raised. When Nick absconded with Bob, I could no longer afford the six-month sabbatical I had planned. To study away from home for six months, I would have had to rent an apartment and pay for living expenses, in addition to paying the mortgage and utilities at home. I was broke and broken. Clocked in the chops by a lead glove, I was out cold. What the hell-it was so bad it couldn't get any worse. Bring on the Borscht, I thought. So after mending in Michigan for two months, I went home for the holidays.
         

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         In the style of Mennonite autocrats, my father likes to exercise his right to bellow for my mother to drop whatever she's doing and come and see something in the study.

         
         
         
         
         My mother was up to her elbows in flour, bunning out Zwiebach in the kitchen. "Mary!" came the stern shout. "Come see this!" My mom obediently scooted, holding her forearms upright in front of her, doctor-style. I knew what would be next, and I refused to set down the manuscript I was editing until I had to. A few minutes later my father's voice, full of preacherly gravitas, called once more: "Rhoda! Come see this!"

         
         
         
         
         Dad was at his most dadlike when I was trying to work, and I needed to concentrate. I needed money. Fast. The waterfront house was now on the market, and my realtor had tranquilly assured me that it would sell when the time was right, but I was nervous. It was a beautiful house, but it had its drawbacks. I wondered what would happen if we all wrote truthful ads for our real estate.

         
         
         
         
         Gorgeous lakefront property, just an icy commute away on deadly highway! This special house is so big you'll close all the vents and pray for a mild winter! Unimpaired views for peeping toms! Possums visit the deck! Finished walkout with carpet you wouldn't have picked! In fact, this carpet is downright unattractive! Current resident selfishly intends to take Bosch dishwasher and Lord of Refrigerators. Two sex offenders just blocks away! Schedule an appointment today!

         
         
         
         
         Because of the house situation, I had agreed to ghost-edit a scholarly monograph on sacred dramatic literature of the late fifteenth century. I was working on the second chapter, which was about Feo Belcari's mechanical innovations in the staging of the sacre rappresenatzione. If you are one of the folks who have never heard of Feo Belcari, I can fix that right up for you. You know those Christmas Eve church plays in which your white-blonde niece gets to play the angel Gabriel year after year because she has a startling strange paleness that looks, and I mean this in a good way, a little like an albino? And remember the moment when she appears in a white sheet in the baptistery, maybe singing "It Came Upon a Midnight Clear" in a threadlike soprano? Feo Belcari was the guy in the late 1400s who figured out a way to have your niece/Gabriel come down on metal wires at the front of the church. That about sums it up, but the chapter I was editing was fifty pages or so.
         

         
         
         
         
         What I was doing was unusual-unusual, I mean, beyond the fact that there are maybe 16.2 people in the entire world who would like to know more about the sacred dramatic literature of the fifteenth century. (Okay, I admit it: I'm one of them.) Sometimes academics manage to wheedle their best friends into reading their manuscripts and making critical comments. It is not unreasonable that English professors are often targeted for this favor. If you also happen to be a grammarian who creepily knows how to diagram every sentence in the English language, there is an even more urgent demand for your services. I'm the sicko who can explain why a gerundive phrase must attach to a possessive adjective pronoun rather than an object pronoun. True, you wouldn't want me at a party, but if the survival of the human race depended upon the successful parsing of the Constitution, you'd be knockin' on my door, baby.

         
         
         
         
         This time, though, I was doing more than tidying up the grammar as a favor to a colleague. I was being paid to read for logic, clarity, concision, and development. It was a tough gig for three reasons. One, the author was a better researcher than writer. Two, fifteenth-century Italy was four centuries and one continent away from my own area of academic training. Three, my Italian was a little rusty, and all those citations and footnotes were slowing me down a tad.

         
         
         
         
         I wasn't working for glory. I was working for cash. Usually scholars take a less fixed, more interpretive approach to deadlines, preferring to think of them as suggestions, not firm commitments. But with this project I couldn't do that. I had a hard calendar deadline. Luckily my parents had assured me that if I came out to visit them, they would see to it that I had all the time and privacy in the world.

         
         
         
         
         So I was curious to see what oddity or newsy Internet tidbit could justify my father's imperious summons, especially when the man knew I was working-nay, especially when my very presence in his home expressly rested on parental promises to leave me alone and let me work. When I entered my father's study, he was leaning back in his chair, looking highly pleased with himself. "Check this out!" he commanded.

         
         
         
         
         On the computer screen was an e-card, a holiday greeting, themed on the Twelve Days of Christmas. The audio was playing the carol. Twelve drummers marched slowly across the screen. "How about THAT?" demanded my father.

         
         
         
         
         "Hey," I said. "Wow."

         
         
         
         
         "See that?" he said. "That would be your nine lords a-leaping!"

         
         
         
         
         Now came the maids a-milking, along with frisky animated cows.

         
         
         
         
         "Isn't that CUTE?" my mother asked. "They have udders."

         
         
         
         
         "Here come the four birds a-calling. Watch this!" advised my dad.

         
         
         
         
         "Twoooooo French Hens," sang my mother, making a motion that I should join in. She was still holding her arms cocked at the elbow, her hands covered with floury bits of dough. Since she couldn't make the hula motion dear to her heart, she swayed from the waist in happy 2-4 time.

         
         
         
         
         "Good one," Dad said, apparently much satisfied, when the partridge and its fellows had finally scrolled offscreen.

         
         
         
         
         This paternal summons had been occurring every twenty minutes or so. Every time the command sounded, I set aside my pen to go see pictures of raindrops or a snapshot of a baby squirrel nursing among a litter of puppies. And I can't forget Various Birds & Sayings. Would not the Western world get more work done if it took a break for Various Birds & Sayings? For instance, let's say you have a close-up of a mourning dove. The dove is doing nothing urgent, just sitting there on a branch. The photographer has captured the dove in all its splendid nullity. He has framed it in a font calculated to promote introspection: YOUR LIFE BEGINS WITH THIS MOMENT. Pure magic!
         

         
         
         
         
         The next morning was the kicker, the piqûre, if you will. My very Mennonite mother and I were standing in line at Circuit City to return a pair of cell phones that were theoretically supposed to propel my parents into the twenty-first century. (My parents had grown up without cultural advantages such as electricity, toilets, coffee, fabric-I could go on here, but you get the gist. Me, aghast: "Do you mean to tell me that even your underwear was made out of flour sacks?" Mom: "Oh, some of the flour sacks had a very pretty floral print! Little bluets and pansies! I liked them!")
         

         
         
         
         
         Unfortunately, my father had selected the cheapest of the cheap cell phones, a choice that had resulted in insurmountable programming difficulties. I'd taken a crack at setting up the phones myself, and even with a pencil eraser, a magnifying glass, and the directions of a chipper phone company employee named Monique, I had to admit defeat. For my mother, it looked as if the promise of long-distance chats with grandchildren was not going to materialize. But she had made her peace with this.

         
         
         
         
         "That's okay," she told me. "Plus if I called Si on a cell phone, he wouldn't pick up anyway." She says these things as if they are perfectly reasonable.

         
         
         
         
         "Would he just ignore a phone ringing in his pants?"

         
         
         
         
         "Well, he doesn't really believe in cell phones," she apologized. For my father, belief in cell phones was somehow optional. It was a deeply subjective matter, like reincarnation. Inviting cell phones into your heart like Jesus was clearly something he was unprepared to do.

         
         
         
         
         So there my mom and I were, in line four days before Christmas. Around us weary consumers clutched their disappointments, but my mother was in her usual cheerful spirits. The presence of strangers less than eight inches away notwithstanding, my mother suddenly said, "If there aren't any single men to date where you are, I know someone for you."

         
         
         
         
         "Who?"

         
         
         
         
         "Your cousin Waldemar. Waldemar is a professor in Nova Scotia," she said earnestly. "And he has a beach house."

         
         
         
         
         I took a measured breath. "Wally is my first cousin," I said. "That's both incestuous and illegal."
         

         
         
         
         
         My mother considered this thoughtfully. "Well," she said, "I think it should be fine since you can't have kids anyway. Maybe you can adopt."

         
         
         
         
         The thought of my cousin Wally and me, two midlife scholars, sitting hand in hand and anxiously waiting to hear the news in an adoption office, was a little overwhelming.

         
         
         
         
         "Waldemar would make a terrific father," pressed my mother. "You should see him with his nieces and nephews."

         
         
         
         
         This was all so rich I had no idea how to reply. Should I go with the fact that as a postmenopausal forty-something, I had long acknowledged my deficiency in not wanting to become a mother? Or how about stressing my mother's charming distance from the law of the land that forbids first cousins to marry? Or how about demanding to know why my mother had zeroed in on Cousin Wally, an accounting professor, when there are so many cousins with whom I actually do have something in common? Or how about the fact that, all things considered, I preferred to find my own dates, thank you very much?

         
         
         
         
         I decided to go with the latter. Now was as good a time as any to mention that although my husband had quite recently ditched me for Bob the Guy from Gay.com, I had already been out on a couple dates. I knew the new guy wasn't going to be the love of my life, but he was sweet.

         
         
         
         
         One of my friends, Carla, who said I could use her real name in this memoir as long as I described her as a svelte redhead, offered to run my love life for five bucks. "What are you looking for in a guy?" she asked, whipping out a little notepad.

         
         
         
         
         "Hmm," I said thoughtfully. "He has to be kind. And culturally literate. And on the path to consciousness . . . reflective, open. No cynics or angry atheists. He has to have a sense of humor. That's important. And he should be tall. And employed at work he loves. And-"

         
         
         
         
         "Whoa, there, Nellie," Carla interrupted. "I'm gonna give you some free advice. You ready for this? How about we lower the bar? How about we look for someone who's straight, for starters?"
         

         
         
         
         
         This guy I had been seeing occasionally might not have been Mr. Right, but he was Mr. Straight.

         
         
         
         
         Mom was disappointed when I told her I had been on a couple of dates with someone, but she took it in stoic stride. "What's your fellow like?"

         
         
         
         
         I was too emotionally battered to utter polite fibs. "Sort of a slacker, really. A relaxed pothead. He wears his pajamas to the grocery store."

         
         
         
         
         "Oh," said my Mennonite mother. Then she nodded supportively. "A relaxed pothead sounds nice."

         
         
         
         
         It made sense, I suppose, that a woman who would promote endogamous marriage would not blink at a pothead. I thought I would try to elicit more information along these lines.

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe my cousin Wally smokes a little weed," I said speculatively (although I would bet my few remaining financial assets that he does not).

         
         
         
         
         "Nooooooooo," said Mom. "Your cousin Waldemar would NEVER do weed! He drives a tractor! In his spare time!"

         
         
         
         
         "How does driving a tractor prevent you from smoking weed?"

         
         
         
         
         By now several people near us in line were obviously eavesdropping. The man standing in front of us was trying not to smile.

         
         
         
         
         "If you drive a tractor in your spare time," my mother said firmly, "it means that you have a strong work ethic, which is probably why Waldemar has had the gumption to earn himself a nice beach house."

         
         
         
         
         "Surely he doesn't drive his tractor on the beach?"

         
         
         
         
         "No! He drives it at Orrin and Maria's, of course! He gives the nieces and nephews rides on the tractor."

         
         
         
         
         "Oh! I thought you meant that he was working on the tractor, not entertaining!"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Waldemar works very hard," Mom said proudly. "You know perfectly well that a tractor can be hard work and fun too. Like marriage."

         
         
         
         
         One of the best things about my mother is that she will follow you anywhere, conversationally speaking. She will answer any question at all, the stranger the better. Naturally, I cannot resist asking her things that no normal person would accept. "Mom," I said, serious as a pulpit, "would you rather marry a pleasant pothead or your first cousin on a tractor? Both are associate professors," I hastened to add.

         
         
         
         
         "You marry your pothead if you like," she said generously, "as long as you wait a while. Let's say two years. But as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord."

         
         
         
         
         "Hey!" I said, indignant. "How do you know the pothead doesn't serve the Lord? As a matter of fact, this pothead does serve the Lord! He's more religious than I am!" (I felt safe in asserting this because I had once heard the pothead softly singing "Amazing Grace.")
         

         
         
         
         
         "I think that the Lord appreciates a man on a tractor more than a man smoking marijuana in his pajamas," Mom said earnestly. "I know I do."

         
         
         
         
         "Okay, okay," I said, as we neared the counter. "I give up. I will marry Cousin Wally. Just as soon as he asks me. You'll be our first houseguest at our beach house in Nova Scotia. But I'm warning you now, there's gonna be a little weed on your pillow. Instead of a mint."

         
         
         
         
         She chuckled comfortably. "That's okay. I don't like mints."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         TWO
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            Touch My Tooth

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         I hope it's clear by now that the Mennonites wouldn't want me. The only reason they're nice to me is that my dad is famous, my mom makes great pie, and I babysat their kids when I was twelve. Once in the course of babysitting I got Jamie Isaac, who wore diapers until he was five and who now is a computer analyst with three kids, to eat wet cat food.
         

         
         
         
         
         Connie Isaac, Jamie's mother, was a Mennonite folksinger who released an album with the winning title Sing Alleluia! The Isaacs lived four houses down from us-Mennonites tend to live in clumps-and we were on intimate terms with the lyrics of Sing Alleluia! Our parents had naturally forbidden us to listen to the radio or to anything that smelled secular, such as rock and roll, but Connie Isaac's Sing Alleluia! passed muster. There was one song that we sang relentlessly. It told the story of a Mennonite farm child, Little Anna Barkman, who couldn't come out and play because she was learning proper Mennonite work habits, counting over grains of red turkey wheat. Connie Isaac had invited her daughter Christie, Jamie's older sister, to sing the role of Little Anna Barkman on the album. In a voice high and clear as an alpine tinkle, young Christie tunefully lisped the chorus.
         

         
         
         
         
         Red color,

         
         
         
         
         good shape,

         
         
         
         
         heavyweight,

         
         
         
         
         one by one!

         
         
         
         
         Each grain,

         
         
         
         
         my tiny friend!

         
         
         
         
         When two jars are full

         
         
         
         
         my work is done!

         
         
         
         
         Well, I'm here to tell you that in the Janzen household we could not get enough of Christie Isaac singing about her tiny friends, especially after Connie Isaac made her first payment to me for babysitting services rendered.

         
         
         
         
         Connie Isaac paid me in fresh brown potatoes.
         

         
         
         
         
         I think we can all agree that the lives of most twelve-year-olds improve significantly with an incoming flow of brown potatoes. You may not be able to buy that bootleg lip gloss your heart yearns for, but you can prepare tasty potato dishes for the whole family. And cooking is one thing a Mennonite girl knows how to do.

         
         
         
         
         I have been happily and busily cooking since age five, when I served up my first kettle of Borscht, made with boiled lettuce instead of cabbage. (Say what you will, but it is easy to get confused in the face of such look-alike vegetables.) The women in our family are the kinds of cooks whom you can't kerfuffle. You need a dinner for ten an hour from now? No problem. We'll rustle up homemade bread, noodles, gravy, sausage, whatever. Mennonite food has its delicious moments-more on that later-but our true gift lies in the ease with which we cook. Some cooks struggle with timing, with menu planning, with missing ingredients. Not us. Our seven side dishes always come up at exactly the same time, and if we have run out of something, which we rarely do, we have improvised a delicious substitution. We're idiot savants when it comes to food preparation. You've heard of those developmentally delayed folks who can shout out what day of the week it was on May 16, 1804? That's us, only we're shouting, "Dinner's ready!"
         

         
         
         
         
         So I wasn't surprised when Mom stuck her head unceremoniously into the guest bedroom. As I needed a desk tall enough for me to wedge my legs under, I was working at one I had improvised from a narrow side table and two drawers propped under the legs. "Will you make some soup?" asked my mother brightly.

         
         
         
         
         "Right now?"

         
         
         
         
         "Whenever you get a chance. We've decided to celebrate Christmas Eve early this year, since we're leaving on Christmas morning for Hannah's. We're going to open presents at Aaron and Deena's. Caleb had the idea of us all bringing a different kind of soup, so we'll have that and Zwiebach."

         
         
         
         
         I nodded. Soup, okay. It was a good idea, actually. Zwiebach are double-decker buns, tasty and soft. You get a small but select thrill when you pull them apart, as with Oreos. Zwiebach, however, are not filled with anything. You slather them with unsalted butter and homemade rhubarb jam for Vaspa, the Sunday evening meal. Or you serve them with everyday Mennonite soups. The chief pleasure of eating Zwiebach is that the top part of the bun, about the size of a golf ball, sits there like a tempting knob. It says, Oh, you know you wanna! It's very tactile.
         

         
         
         
         
         I have my grandmother's recipe for Zwiebach. I mean I have the actual fifty-year-old piece of paper, written on the back of a Kalendarblatt, a leaf from a calendar. As far as I know, this is the one time my mother's mother-whom I call Oma-ever wrote a recipe down. In 1960, when my mother was first married, she wrote from the tiny parsonage in North Dakota to ask her mother in Canada for the recipe. Oma sent the page from the calendar covered in barely legible Spitzbubben, the old-style Russian-Mennonite German script from the nineteenth century. Nobody except scholars can read this style of penmanship anymore. Even I couldn't do it without Mom's help. In the recipe Oma's voice comes through, practical and vague, advising her daughter to use whatever she has handy in the larder-butter, or margarine, or even chicken fat. Oma assumed that ingredients would vary according to season and budget. She also assumed that knowledge of the correct quantities would miraculously come to my mother in the night. "Take some milk or some water and warm it and then add it to some flour," she advised helpfully. On the calendar side Oma added a brief personal note: "I don't think Heinrich will be coming home before Christmas."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'm going to be making a nice chicken dish for Joel and Erlene Neufeld," my mother told me. "Joel and Erlene just adopted three siblings, and the oldest is five. Poor little things. Their mother abandoned them in a motel. The oldest managed to squeeze through the window to go out and look for food. So Joel and Erlene really have their hands full. You make the soup, and I'll make the chicken dish for Joel and Erlene."

         
         
         
         
         "You want a Menno soup or a worldly soup?"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, make something we haven't tried!"

         
         
         
         
         In the spirit of filial accommodation, I saved my document to a flash drive and trailed after her to the kitchen.

         
         
         
         
         Together we stood at the sink, washing our hands. She was running her tongue over a tooth she had chipped the week before. "I wasn't even eating nuts," she said. "It just dropped off. Maybe because I grind my teeth in my sleep. Here, feel it."

         
         
         
         
         I obediently reached over to touch my mother's jagged tooth.

         
         
         
         
         My mother unwrapped a Kleenex that she had taken from her pocket. The Kleenex contained half a grayish incisor.

         
         
         
         
         "Please explain to me why you are carrying that around in a Kleenex," I said.

         
         
         
         
         She looked at me, surprised. "It's a bone," she said sunnily. "They can glue it back on."

         
         
         
         
         "Gluing a tooth back on is like trying to reattach a broken fingernail. Just let it go, man."

         
         
         
         
         She was the nurse in the family, the Solomon of all medical disputes. "This tooth still has a lot of use in it. Did I ever tell you about Hilde's tooth?"

         
         
         
         
         "Did it drop out?"

         
         
         
         
         "No. Hilde had a big gap between her two front teeth when we were growing up. She just hated it. She used to cover her mouth when she laughed because she was so ashamed of the space between her teeth."

         
         
         
         
         "I like a smile like that," I said. "Aaron's got a gap-toothed smile, and it looks great on him."

         
         
         
         
         "Hilde's space was much bigger than Aaron's. One day after she got a job she went to the dentist and had a little tooth made, and she put it there. It looked funny."

         
         
         
         
         "You mean she got a bridge, to hide the gap?"

         
         
         
         
         "No, a whole separate little tooth, wedged right in the middle of the other two. But this little tooth was narrower and smaller than a regular tooth."

         
         
         
         
         I savored the idea of a compact go-to fairy tooth tucked between its fellows, just the snug essence of tooth. In Low German there's a funny word for the frosty heart of a watermelon: the Abromtje, the Little Abraham. I had always loved that word. It called up the image of a homunculus curled inside the melon, like an exceptionally stern miniature dad in there. My aunt's wee tooth reminded me of the Abromtje; it would sit small and spare as a haiku, no more than strictly necessary, packing its little wallop of power. How satisfying if we could all fit our cattywampus spaces with tiny dream teeth! And how satisfying to look in the mirror as my Aunt Hilde must have done sixty years ago, congratulating herself on this fake tooth the size of a Chiclet. She must have thought, From now on, when people look at me, they won't see my absence, my loss, my lack. They won't see the thing I never had. They'll see space filled with bone. They'll see the story of my teeth. They'll see absence as presence, the hole made whole.
         

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         I was well into chopping my squash. Beside me Mom was cutting up the chicken for the folks who had adopted the three kids from the motel. Suddenly she said, as if musing aloud, "Here's the ulna and the radius."

         
         
         
         
         I suppose the high road here would be to attribute my mother's inappropriate conversational overtures to her career as a nurse. It is a well-known truism that nurses like to talk about pus while offering their children a second helping of mashed potatoes. Once my mother edified us with a lunch story about bathing a morbidly obese patient. Under the patient's tremendous awning of stomach fat, my mother had discovered a half-eaten sandwich, much decomposed. I was eating tuna on rye at the precise moment of narration. The truth is, though, that my mother was like this long before she went back to school. She may have even become a nurse because she had a secret hankering to discuss putrefaction even as she served Rollkuchen to distant cousins from Bielefeld.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Don't say that," I said automatically.

         
         
         
         
         "Why not? This chicken has an ulna."

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, but it's gross to say ulna and radius when you're cooking."
         

         
         
         
         
         She considered this before rejecting it altogether: "No it isn't. This chicken has an ulna!"

         
         
         
         
         "That doesn't mean you need to talk about it. Let's institute a don't-ask-don't-tell policy."

         
         
         
         
         "On just the ulna, or the radius too?"

         
         
         
         
         "No Latinate names on any chicken bones. I propose that when you really feel compelled to discuss chicken bones, you say, Chicken bones."
         

         
         
         
         
         "All right," Mom said tractably, "but I'm still going to think of it as the ulna."

         
         
         
         
         "If you insist. I suppose that is your right as a Mennonite and a matriarch."

         
         
         
         
         "Learning bone names is like riding a bike," she said. "Once you know the bones, you can't not know them. But saying ulna isn't nearly as bad as eating a side dish of chicken intestines."
         

         
         
         
         
         This was the kind of semantic leap I had learned to expect. On the subject of chickens in particular, there could be no surprises. This was a woman who had once departed for Hawaii with a frozen fryer in her suitcase, on the theory that the chicken would be thawed by the time her flight landed in Honolulu. If your mother takes frozen uncooked chicken in her suitcase to Hawaii, all bets are off. You just go with the flow. "I suppose that eating a side dish of intestines is preferable to eating them as an entrée," I said cordially, starting on an onion.

         
         
         
         
         "When my friend Chue Lee invited me to her family's Hmong banquet, they served a little side dish of chicken intestines beside every plate. I went over early to help them butcher. Did you know that the Hmong use everything-the feet, the head, the beak, the intestines, everything? They carefully rinse out the intestines to get the fecal matter out-"

         
         
         
         
         I made a noise of protest.

         
         
         
         
         "Sorry. But you wouldn't want to eat chicken intestines that contained feces!"

         
         
         
         
         "We're moving in the wrong direction here," I said, peeling a Granny Smith for my soup.

         
         
         
         
         "The Hmong hide the texture and the taste by adding a bunch of hot chile-pepper spices."

         
         
         
         
         "Did Dad eat his portion of chicken intestines?"

         
         
         
         
         She guffawed. "No. Him? No! I ate his."

         
         
         
         
         "Are you trying to tell me that you liked the spicy rinsed intestines?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "No, but I didn't want Chue Lee to think we weren't enjoying them."

         
         
         
         
         "Would you rather rinse the intestines or eat them?"

         
         
         
         
         She considered. "Rinse them. Although when I was rinsing them, the smell reminded me of our old chicken coop."

         
         
         
         
         She began singing a merry little ditty she had taught us in our youth. The Teutonic charm of this song is that the rhyme scheme creates a momentary anticipation of an off-color word-off-color by 1930s standards, that is. You're supposed to drag out the musical line as long as possible, really flirt with the whole pottymouth thing, and then at the last possible second you substitute the G-rated lyric:

         
         
         
         
         Oh Mistress Bliss

         
         
         went out to pi- [pick]

         
         
         some pretty flowers.

         
         
         And in the grass

         
         
         she wet her a- [ankle]

         
         
         way up high!

         
         
         And in the cart

         
         
         she let a far- [farmer]

         
         
         pass her by,

         
         
         and in the coop

         
         
         she let a poo- [poor]

         
         
         old chicken die!

         
         
         
         
         My mother always reduced me to a kind of reluctant speechlessness.

         
         
         
         
         Then without further transition she suggested that since I had my apron on, maybe I wouldn't mind making two more loaves of cranberry-nut bread. I asked if the loaf I had made the day before was already gone. She nodded. "Your father likes it."

         
         
         
         
         The night before, Dad had insisted on interpreting the cranberry bread as a pudding. He had cubed tremendous chunks of it into a cereal bowl and then drenched the chunks with half-and-half. Now he came wandering into the kitchen. "Are you going to make more of that pudding? Good flavor," he said.

         
         
         
         
         "Actually, Dad, it's cranberry bread, not pudding."
         

         
         
         
         
         He disputed this in his big preacher's voice. "I feel it has more in common with a pudding," he said with a note of authority. "What kind of soup are we bringing to Aaron and Deena's?"

         
         
         
         
         "Curried butternut squash. Caleb and Staci said-"

         
         
         
         
         "Staci has lost about seventy-five pounds," said my father approvingly. "She's a go-getter, that gal. She's been taking some classes at the seminary. Growing and stretching."

         
         
         
         
         "And her hair looks very elegant now," said my mother. With the chicken in the oven, she was sitting at the kitchen table, working on the newspaper jumble. "Unscramble the following six letters: V-I-Y-T-L-E."

         
         
         
         
         "Good for Staci," I said. "She must feel terrific."

         
         
         
         
         "Their little Joon. She's a live wire, that one."

         
         
         
         
         "Does she still have a shine for gymnastics?"

         
         
         
         
         "She hops on one foot. A very athletic little girl," he said. "And smart. She sure likes being read to."

         
         
         
         
         Later that evening we pulled up to my brother's house, which demonstrated its sincere commitment to the Christmas season with a tornado of twinkle lights and a crèche on the lawn. Who wouldn't appreciate a Baby Jesus whose manger had been garlanded with self-wired ribbon and clusters of silk roses featuring, it looked like, baby's breath? Even the cow figurine was wearing a handsome floral lei. If I were a cow figurine, I too might don a respectful boutonniere to herald the Messiah.

         
         
         
         
         It's not that I'm opposed to the idea of a crèche. My mother has a very old, very beautiful paper crèche that was given to her parents just after they made it out of the Old Country in the troubled years following the Russian Revolution. Theirs was a hard story, as with so many of the émigrés. My own grandparents had almost starved to death; they had lost everything; their first children had died. When they finally received their clearance to board the train in Dolinsk, my grandparents had between them only the following: two babies spotted with measles, their precious Bible, and a tiny heirloom rose brooch. They had to wait a long time in England until the babies could pass the health inspections; the rickets from starvation were so bad that little Netha couldn't even lift her own head until she was four. They thought they'd have to throw Netha's body overboard on the voyage; but she, and they, stubbornly survived, frail but fierce. My great-aunt Helena Boldt, who had emigrated to Saskatoon five years earlier, presented the crèche to my grandparents in 1925. It was their first gift in Canada.

         
         
         
         
         I used to stare dreamily at the crèche every Christmas when I was growing up. I still love the lacy cutwork, the gorgeous colors, the Moroccan princes kneeling with their urns and bejeweled boxes. Atop the cardboard haymow are two plump curly angels, holding a banner that says in old German script PRAISE TO GOD IN THE HIGHEST. Inside the diorama a haloed Mary sits with a tiny iconic adult Jesus on her lap. He's raising one prophetic finger, as if about to speak. I imagined Oma nodding at that crèche, believing that the Infant King was commending her personally for having risked everything to start over in a new and barren land. "And well done on that heirloom rose brooch," Jesus would say. "Splendid work pinning it inside your drawers!"

         
         
         
         
         Three generations do their work, however. Gone are the days when a crèche was a family treasure to be cherished by lamplight in the parlor. In the span of less than a century, what was once a private celebration of faith has become a public assertion. Who am I to say that's all bad? True, I would no more construct a shrine on my front lawn than proselytize, but, hey, faith witnesses many forms.

         
         
         
         
         Deena's parents were semiretired Mennonite florists, and thus Aaron and Deena's decor revealed unlimited and enthusiastic access to Thiessens' Nora Flora. Deena could make decor magic out of anything, especially semitransparent fabric with metallic threads, wire bows, silk flowers, and shiny balls. She was also resourceful with toy trains, cookie jars, wallpaper borders, and shadowboxes. I prefer my flowers in water, my trains in Europe, and my wallpaper in the trash. Call me old-fashioned, but whenever I see those wire-fortified ribbons, I have a secret stab of nostalgia for old-timey ribbon, the kind whose ends flop like spaniel ears. I'm suspicious of unnaturally perky ribbon.

         
         
         
         
         Above the main Christmas tree in the great room was a display ledge on which Deena had arranged four lesser trees, festooned and frantically blinking. But the thing that really commanded attention, high up there on that ledge, was an oversize mechanical fur bear. It was raising a perpetual fake candle to its lips, as if to blow it out. What this bear and its need for darkness had to do with the spirit of Christmas I do not know. But over the audio stylings of ambient Mannheim Steamroller, I could hear the bear's motor. It emitted a tiny agonized silence-of-the-lambs bleat, not unlike the miniature scream of auto-flush toilets at the airport.

         
         
         
         
         "What a beyooootiful winter wonderland!" exclaimed my mother.

         
         
         
         
         "Festive!" interjected my father.

         
         
         
         
         My other sister-in-law, Staci, made a beeline for me.

         
         
         
         
         Staci and I live three thousand miles apart, and we interact only on the occasional holiday when I am in town. Staci is one of those brisk, efficient, gets-it-done gals who raise children, sell Pampered Chef products, head up the PTA, and plan fund-raisers for victims of house fires. Staci is a no-bullshit person; she tells it like it is. One of the things I like about her is that she doesn't bother pretending we're close when we obviously aren't. I am sometimes away for years at a time, and during the interim Staci does not phone, does not send birthday cards depicting realistic kittens, does not ask me to proofread her annual Christmas newsletter. Between holidays we have no relationship whatsoever.

         
         
         
         
         Yet when circumstances throw us together, she rolls up her sleeves and goes for it. If family holidays involved a relay, she'd be the one up front to grab the baton. Staci, who attended a Mennonite college but who is not an ethnic Mennonite, has always assumed an easy intimacy that came as a surprise to our household. Aside from my mother, Mennonites do not usually discuss their bodies, especially at dinner. They do not confide secrets, or talk about controversial topics, or provide updates on the state of their libido. Staci, however, might make an eloquent argument against her church's Easter pageant, in which she is playing the guide to Jesus's donkey. Or she might disclose that she has been dying her hair since age twenty-three. She might share highs and lows from her recent weight loss of seventy-five pounds. This relaxed bonhomie declared itself the very evening my brother brought her home to dinner some twenty years ago. On that occasion Staci confided in front of us all, somewhere between the Pluma Moos and Pereshki, that she had a painful rash, and would my mother mind taking a look at it? My mother did not mind in the least, and tripped off down the hall to inspect her future daughter-in-law's private itchy region.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Staci," I said now, returning her hug, "what a gorgeous new look for you!"

         
         
         
         
         "Can I just ask what you do about bread?" Staci asked, as if continuing a conversation we had started moments earlier. We hadn't spoken in five years. "Because I've gained back six pounds in the last two weeks. Bread is so my downfall."

         
         
         
         
         The last time I had seen her, we had all been playing a Password-type game in which I was trying to get Staci to guess the word Dracula. Deploying the hushed intensity of a game-show contestant, I offered what I thought was a reasonable clue:
         

         
         
         
         
         "Bram Stoker's-"

         
         
         
         
         "Lean Cuisine!" she shouted.

         
         
         
         
         Through my head flashed the sassy headline VAMPIRE COUNTS CARBS! Truly, Bram Stoker's Lean Cuisine was a splendid marketing idea. New taste sensation from Bram Stoker! All of the protein, none of the fat! Maybe we could expand the line with a lo-cal Mummy Wrap.
         

         
         
         
         
         Now Staci went on, "Also potatoes. I just can't do potatoes. They go straight to my"-she patted her heinie significantly. "How do you do it? Do you cook for yourself now that Nick has left you? Is it hard to cook just for one? Or do you eat out of a can in front of the kitchen sink?"

         
         
         
         
         In the dining room we all gathered to pay homage to Deena's imaginative decor, where no surface had escaped yuletide festivity. Its attractions included a wreath made of prodigious shiny balls, and a preponderance of more free-rolling balls the size of grape tomatoes that Deena had scattered, carelessly, among the plates and goblets. She had also affixed a tiny silver ball to the stem of every wineglass-not that we would be drinking wine. Mennonites tend toward militant sobriety. But there was always sparkling apple juice for holiday celebrations.

         
         
         
         
         "Wine?" asked Staci, reaching behind her to the sideboard. Bless her, she had brought some in gentle defiance of Mennonite tradition. Alas, it was a sweet rosé, served ice-cold, like beer. Ah well. I nodded, pushing my goblet toward her as she said, "I don't think there's anything wrong with drinking the occasional glass of wine now and then, as long as you don't get drunk. 'Be ye not drunk with wine'"-she quoted the Bible, throwing this challenge at my father. His expression at the head of the table did not change. He looked like a peaceful Buddha. "If Christ drank wine, that's good enough for me!" she added defiantly.

         
         
         
         
         "Me too," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "A toast," said my brother Aaron, "to family celebrations!"

         
         
         
         
         My siblings and I raised our rosé; my parents saluted with sparkling apple cider.

         
         
         
         
         "Because," Staci continued unfazed, "the real test of wisdom comes when you can show non-Christians that you're responsible. It's more impressive to non-Christians if they see us partaking responsibly than if they see us just condemning alcohol willy-nilly. I don't think there's anything wrong with keeping a pack of Heineken in the fridge. Sometimes Caleb comes home from a long day at work and he has two beers." Her expression dared someone, anyone, to protest.
         

         
         
         
         
         Caleb apologized, "It takes the edge off."

         
         
         
         
         "Why not?" asked Staci fiercely. "I mean, why not? You're not hurting anyone. And it certainly isn't as if you're drinking and driving!"
         

         
         
         
         
         Alas, my father was still not in the mood to bite. He was in the mood to eat soup. So Staci returned to her former line of questioning. If she couldn't rouse my father to defend the Mennonite position on teetotaling, she would revert to asking me intensely personal questions during Christmas Eve dinner.

         
         
         
         
         I knew it was just a matter of time before Staci would bring up the subject of HIV testing, since my husband had left me for a man named Bob. At some point she would want to follow the AIDS thread. I believe that she would have preferred to inquire after my genital health there on the spot, in front of my brothers. Given her willingness to discuss genitals, I suspect that the only reason she did not broach this subject during Christmas Eve dinner was that my parents were present.

         
         
         
         
         Therefore Staci moved on to another compelling dinner topic: Plan B, Personal Finance and Failed Marriage. "So, Rhoda. Can I ask what your house payment is? What on earth are you going to do with that house? Can you even afford it on your salary?"

         
         
         
         
         "I like this bean soup," said Caleb.

         
         
         
         
         "I haven't made any decisions yet," I told Staci.

         
         
         
         
         "Does everybody at the college know that your husband left you for a man? Do you think they're judging you? Are you worried that they're gossiping about you and Nick and his gay lover?"

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe she doesn't want to talk about it," Caleb said. "Great curry squash, by the way."

         
         
         
         
         "I taste curry in this soup," my father said.

         
         
         
         
         "That's because it's a curry squash soup," I said. "Don't you like curry?"

         
         
         
         
         "I like it," he affirmed, "as long as it doesn't make the house smell like curry." He sniffed, suspicious.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, Si," said my mother. "She made it at our house. Not here. It's our house that smells like curry." She took a sip of sparkling apple cider before adding, "I liked curry much more before we went to Calcutta. In Calcutta they prepared meals down in the courtyard. They sat on the ground and cut up meat right there with the flies and chickens. In Calcutta, when you blew your nose, the mucus was so thick and black-"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Mom!" This appalled protest was shouted by everyone present, except my father. My siblings and I may have our differences, but we were united in our determination not to visualize the black mucus of Christmas past.

         
         
         
         
         From the kids' table in the other room came the sound of one of my many nephews whining. There was a slap and an impatient reprimand from the oldest granddaughter, Phoebe, who was now old enough for Uggs and eye-rolling.

         
         
         
         
         Her cousin Jacob nonetheless shouted, "Mommy, Zach called me a goob again! He doesn't like this soup! He says it tastes"-stifled giggles all around-"like a dirty Pop-Tart!"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Dirty in your diaper!" shouted Danny.
         

         
         
         
         
         Staci looked exasperated. "That's curry!" she called over her shoulder. "It's a flavor. It's supposed to taste like that!"

         
         
         
         
         "Boys," said Caleb in a stern voice that sounded exactly like my own father's thirty-five years earlier. "Do you want me to come over there?"

         
         
         
         
         Little Joon suddenly materialized, tugging her daddy's arm. "Knock knock," she whispered shyly.

         
         
         
         
         "Who's there?" said Caleb tenderly, bending way down to her ear.

         
         
         
         
         "Boo."

         
         
         
         
         "Boo hoo?"

         
         
         
         
         "Baby stop crying," she mouthed ecstatically, and ducked her head into Caleb's armpit.

         
         
         
         
         "What do you think of the broccoli cheese?" Staci asked me. "Because I didn't even taste it. I can't eat my own cooking. I don't eat cheese. It bloats me like you wouldn't believe. How did you manage to not gain weight when you were recuperating from your accident? Because you can't be back at the gym yet, can you?"

         
         
         
         
         "Not yet," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "She can't even reach around to do up her own zipper," said my mother. To my father she added, "Try some of this bacon-potato."

         
         
         
         
         He did so with preacherly gravitas. "I can taste some kind of pepper in it," he said. "It has a kick."

         
         
         
         
         "That's cayenne pepper," my mother affirmed joyously.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Rhoda," said Staci, "I hear you've been dating again. Do you mind if I ask if it's serious? Because maybe you should think about waiting a while before you start dating again."

         
         
         
         
         "I've tried all four soups!" my father said.

         
         
         
         
         "When you have a broken tooth," said my mother, "soup is exactly the right thing to eat. There's a space in your mouth that your tongue keeps feeling for, and it's so tender that the best thing for it is soup."

         
         
         
         
         "Cures what ails you," agreed Caleb.

         
         
         
         
         "Well, I hope nobody at this table is ailing," said Staci, looking at me pointedly. "I hope nobody has anything contagious."
         

         
         
         
         
         "It's the cold and flu season," said Aaron. "At school they were dropping like flies. There was a Group A streptococci going around."

         
         
         
         
         "Your immune system is probably really vulnerable right now," Staci told me, "because of the amount of stress you're under. Are you feeling the stress? Because you look kind of stressed and run-down. Going through a divorce is supposed to be one of the biggest stressors, and it's probably worse when you find out that your husband has been cheating on you with a guy. I like your hair color, though. Are those highlights?"

         
         
         
         
         "And while all four kinds of soup are tasty," continued my father, as if no one else had been speaking, "the best part is this Zwiebach. Mary, send the Zwiebach around again."

         
         
         
         
         For one golden moment no one spoke. We were all too busy helping ourselves to Zwiebach, breaking bread together.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         THREE
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            Fear of Mosquitoes

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         My parents and I had been on the road since 7:40 a.m., having spent the night in a two-bed, one-room Travelodge accommodation. The room had been distinctly inferior. Thirteen years prior my husband had been hospitalized in a crisis unit on a 5150-"Detention of Mentally Disordered Persons for Danger to Self and Others"-while I suffered the helplessness that comes from loving a man who takes a fistful of pills. Even if his doctors managed to turn him around with medication, who would make him take antidepressants one at a time once he was out of the hospital? And how was I going to manage the medical bills on my tiny grad student's stipend? "That's terrible," my mother had said on the phone. There was an infinitesimal pause while I waited for the bounce-back. It came right on cue: "You are hurting. But at least with Nick in the hospital you'll have some peace and quiet to work on your dissertation!" I therefore recognized her signature style when she observed, on entering the shabby motel room, "It's not elegant. But at least there are towels!"
         

         
         
         
         
         Whenever my parents used a coupon to procure something, they felt 100 percent committed to liking it.

         
         
         
         
         We three were en route to Bend, Oregon, to visit my sister. The car trip was a little over a thousand miles, half of which we drove on Christmas Day. I had spent the morning drifting in and out of uncomfortable sleep. The night before, my father's snoring had kept me up-that and the fact that I had packed my prescription sleeping pills in a suitcase that was wedged in the trunk of the car. Because the backseat of the Camry was overflowing with beribboned presents for my niece, I didn't have much room to negotiate my legs. I lay with my head on my father's shaving kit, legs crossed Indian-style, but with the crossed legs up in the air against the window.

         
         
         
         
         Around noon my father asked us if we would prefer Burger King or McDonald's. It had been at least a decade since I had visited either of these establishments, so I was unable to offer much input. Mom elected McDonald's, on the grounds of better coffee. "You could use your senior discount to order Rhoda a cup of decaf," she suggested.

         
         
         
         
         My father liked this idea. He did not drink coffee himself, but he had no objection to my drinking it, especially if he could save forty cents.

         
         
         
         
         "See there, Mary," said my father, pointing to a sign in the McDonald's window. "It says here that you can get a McChicken Sandwich for a dollar."

         
         
         
         
         "Okay!" My mother accepted this hint.

         
         
         
         
         Fast food is always a hurdle for cooks, and I admit I blanched at the thought of a sucrotic chicken patty injected with flavorlike chemicals and breaded into the dimensions of a crunchy McSand-dollar. I therefore announced that I would have a burger instead. The burger was a full three dollars, so I offered to get the lunch tab, which for the three of us, after the senior discount, came to $6.20.

         
         
         
         
         "No, no!" My father waved my wallet away. "I've got it, I've got it."

         
         
         
         
         Then, as we sat down, he added, "You could have had three chicken sandwiches for the price of that one burger."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, but I like this better."

         
         
         
         
         "You like that burger?"

         
         
         
         
         "I wouldn't exactly say that I like it," I said. "But I like it better than the chicken sandwich."
         

         
         
         
         
         My mother set down her sandwich and busily applied ketchup from a squeeze pouch. "It's a little bland," she admitted, "but some ketchup will perk this right up!" She tested a bite. "Much better!"

         
         
         
         
         "This chicken sandwich, which cost one dollar, is preferable to the Wendy's chicken sandwich I had yesterday, which cost $2.34," said my father. "You want to try it?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not really a chicken-patty kinda gal," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "When we get back to the car, we can have the last of that cranberry bread," said my mother. "And there's still some coffee in the thermos from yesterday."

         
         
         
         
         This remark was problematic on a variety of levels.

         
         
         
         
         "Mom," I said, pointing to the cup of decaf that was at that moment steaming in her hand, "why wouldn't you drink this coffee with the cranberry bread?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "This coffee might be gone by then, because I'm drinking it with my McSandwich."

         
         
         
         
         "Then why don't you just get a refill on your way out?"

         
         
         
         
         "They charge for refills!" interrupted my father, sensing an opening. "Even on the senior discount!"

         
         
         
         
         "But . . . since you made the coffee in the thermos yesterday morning, won't it be completely cold by now?"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, well, room temperature. And it's wet! We could drink it if we were desperate. We could drink it if we had car trouble and had to wait by the side of the road."

         
         
         
         
         "How true," I said helplessly.

         
         
         
         
         We can all agree that a snort of day-old coffee will go a long way toward improving our mood in the case of automotive duress.

         
         
         
         
         "See there?" my father said, nodding at the McDonald's menu. "Says there that you could have had a Ranch Snack Wrap for $1.29!"

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         How different road trips were with my father than with my mother! Both were refreshing in their way, but the trip with my father as driver unfolded in mile after mile of soothing silence. Dad didn't converse, didn't listen to the radio, didn't enjoy the music that my mother urged him to play every so often. Mom always fortified the Camry with a spiritually edifying variety of CDs, including one by my parents' neighbor Chet Wiens and his Mustard Seed Praise Quartet. There was also a new release by my cousin's daughter Starla, who had carved out for herself a career in opera, but who had recently begun rendering perfervid coloratura show tunes à la Ethel Merman. And there were some instrumental CDs too, particularly one that featured some worshipful stylings upon the pan flute.

         
         
         
         
         But it was one thing at a time for Si Janzen. He wasn't what you'd call a multitasker. He liked to concentrate on driving. Sustained conversation, the kind that involved the exchange of abstract ideas, occurred only during brief rest stops and visits to fast-food establishments, and even then it was sort of frowned on. During the actual drive he might utter relevant, specific commentary on the passing landscape. These comments emerged as part of a topically appropriate metanarrative. "I see some sheep," he'd announce. Or, "There's a big jobber of a Winnebago." Personally, I have always found these remarks rather challenging to respond to, as they seem both to invite dialogue yet simultaneously forbid elaboration. However, over the course of a forty-five-year marriage, my mother had mastered the art of replying to my father's cryptic overtures. She always gave him her full attention, even if he had interrupted her crossword puzzle or Sudoku. To "I see some sheep," she might look up and answer brightly, "Sheep dip!" To "There's a big jobber of a Winnebago," she might reply, "Big gas guzzler!"

         
         
         
         
         Dad always declined our offers to pitch in with the driving. Other drivers made him nervous, especially my mother.

         
         
         
         
         He had a point there. When it was just my mother and I in the car alone together, I preferred to drive, and god knows I'm not a great driver. But I'm better than she is. Fortunately she never asserts an intention to take the wheel. A couple of weeks prior to our trip up to Bend, the two of us had made a three-day trip to Arizona, to visit some of her Bible-college friends who were going to be in Flagstaff to spend time with their daughter Frieda. Because these were Mennonite friends, I knew them too, of course. In fact I had known Frieda long ago, when I had dated her older brother, back when I was in Bible school. (Sidebar: Reinhold and I dated for a whole year without figuring out how to kiss with tongue. It's not that we were bad at French-kissing; it's that we didn't do it at all. We didn't know about it, see.)
         

         
         
         
         
         When I heard that Frieda, Reinhold's likable baby sister, now lived in the desert on the outskirts of Flagstaff, I expressed surprise. "Is there a big Mennonite community down there?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         "No," said my father. He liked conversations about the whereabouts of Mennonites. "Frieda has had health issues, and her health requires her to live in a warm dry climate."

         
         
         
         
         My mother chimed in, "Allergies, Si. And chronic fatigue syndrome."

         
         
         
         
         "Ohhhh," I said knowingly. I assumed that chronic fatigue syndrome was code for serious depression, and I wondered if Frieda hadn't just needed to ditch the Mennonites for a while. Been there.

         
         
         
         
         "No, she's really ill," Mom said. "She almost died."

         
         
         
         
         "Well, in that case, it's great that a change of climate has helped," I said. "It has helped, hasn't it?"

         
         
         
         
         "It has," my father amended soberly. "Frieda lives in a small condo about thirty minutes away from the city."

         
         
         
         
         "All alone?"

         
         
         
         
         "There is a fellow, a friend, who visits her from time to time," said my father in his best preacher's voice. He added, "And they relate to one another, there in the desert."

         
         
         
         
         On the drive to Arizona, Mom and I exchanged many reminiscences about the family car trips we had taken in my youth. I can't speak for my brothers, but Hannah and I dreaded these trips, due to our father's inflexibility and the suspension of creature comforts. It's hard for me to believe that my father willingly agreed to camping vacations, given how miserable they made him. They were leisurely but urgent; aimless yet planned. My father forced us to hit the road every day by 6:00 a.m., not to arrive at a specific destination, but to experience the bucolic pleasures of driving in the cool of the day.

         
         
         
         
         Perhaps the big draw of camping was that it saved money. To this day I am unclear about whether we couldn't afford real vacations, or whether the cheaper car trip was simply a matter of principle. Whatever the cause, the result was the same: a family of six, two Coleman ice chests, an ancient pump stove, and a tin garbage pail that featured an educational map of the United States-so that we could practice capital cities along the way-all stuffed into a white Volkswagen van.

         
         
         
         
         A typical morning involved rising in the thin light of predawn, stumbling out of our crowded tent to a distant biffy, and drinking lukewarm instant cocoa out of a Styrofoam cup. Because the cocoa was lukewarm, the powder wouldn't wholly dissolve; it rose in lumps to the surface. These were discrete, aggressive lumps, not to be mistaken for the miniature marshmallows, which offered their own chunky texture in the sediment at the bottom.

         
         
         
         
         Hannah and I shivered in the damp while my father yelled at my brothers, whose duty it was to help him disassemble the tent, because they were boys. My brothers worked silently, using the claw end of a hammer to pry up the tent stakes while my father struggled with the collapse of the tent poles. In all my growing-up years I never heard either of my parents take the Lord's name in vain, or utter a single foul four-letter word. However, during tenting season I flinched at such fierce imprecations as "GolDARN it!" and "DagNABBIT!" During the tent dismantle, I often took Hannah by the hand and led her some distance away. My father's simmering impatience made her cry.

         
         
         
         
         Since we'd hit the road after the cocoa but before the breakfast, Mom would wait until the sun was up to unfurl the Pandora's icebox of odors. In the space of the cramped van, those odors assumed a pungency that was the inevitable prelude to carsickness. For breakfast there'd be stale Schnetke, bruised bananas, and tepid milk in oft-used Styrofoam cups, rinsed out by me and Hannah as the tent came down. Mom stretched the milk by mixing it with nonfat milk powder and water. This made us gag, but we each were required to down a full cup. Nor were we allowed to pick out the raisins in the Schnetke, on the grounds that Jesus did not sufficiently appreciate finicky children. We would jolly well eat what we were served. We would approach the throne of God with a clear conscience and a heart of gratitude. Starving children on the Chaco wanted those raisins!
         

         
         
         
         
         I was terrified that God would call me to become a missionary to the Chaco. The Chaco was an arid stretch of high-altitude land in South America that defied profitable farming. The Mennonites of my youth had reached enthusiastic consensus concerning the Chaco, with its many indigenous non-Christian peoples: it was ripe for mission work. I'm still not sure of what goes on on the Chaco, but as a child I suspected that it involved proliferating weevils and manioc root. From many Sunday-night-church slide presentations, I learned that a missionary organization called Word Made Flesh often summoned Mennonite missionaries to plant churches on the Chaco. When I saw the slides, I privately concluded that what the Chaco needed was not church planting, but a better selection of fruits and vegetables. Forget church planting; just get busy with watermelons. A juicy sweet watermelon could kick the ass of any manioc root. Probably!

         
         
         
         
         When Word Made Flesh kids appeared in Sunday school, on leave from their vital church-planting work on the Chaco, these missionary children were humorless, pious, and pale. The girls wore their aprons to church. And their conversation was full of references to demons, which didn't surprise me a bit. Where else would you expect demons to hang out but on the Chaco, shriveling the manioc crop?

         
         
         
         
         If any of us kids expressed a lack of gratitude for anything that came out of the icebox, Mom was quick on the draw with the Chaco, pulling it out fast, like a gunslinger in the Old West. Starving children on the Chaco would fight for the pleasure of sipping powdery blue milk out of a Styrofoam cup! I inferred that Styrofoam cups were rare on the Chaco, whereupon that place of blight and godlessness rose a little higher in my estimation.

         
         
         
         
         But even a picture of demons at work among manioc roots could not arrest the nausea. Caleb, chewing banana with his mouth not entirely closed, hollered, "Mom! Rhoda's gonna barf again!" He prodded my arm with his banana.

         
         
         
         
         "I'll say a state capital for every raisin," said Aaron smugly. "Concord. Tallahassee. Boise. Juneau."

         
         
         
         
         "She's holding her mouth!" Then, confidentially to me: "Lookee here." Caleb held up one of the long strings that sometimes attach between the banana peel and the flesh. "Lookit, it's coming out of my eye. Lookit, it's the white thing in your eye when you wake up."

         
         
         
         
         "You're the white thing in your eye, moron!" replied Aaron. "Bet you don't know the capital of Vermont. This raisin is the capital of Vermont. Watch this," Aaron said, shoving Montpelier into one nostril.

         
         
         
         
         Not to be outdone, Caleb shoved the moist banana string into his nostril. "Lookit, lookit, lookit."
         

         
         
         
         
         "That's lame," said Aaron scornfully. "That's just a thing on a banana. This is Montpelier!" He retrieved Montpelier with one sticky finger and wiped it on Caleb.
         

         
         
         
         
         "B.T.!" shouted Caleb joyfully, flicking Montpelier back at Aaron. He missed. Montpelier got stuck in Hannah's white-blonde hair. "Booger territory! Hannah-fofannah, you got a booger in your hair!" She began to cry.
         

         
         
         
         
         "We don't use those words in this family, young man!" barked my father over his shoulder. "Mary, what's going on back there?"

         
         
         
         
         She turned and looked inquiringly at Aaron, the oldest.

         
         
         
         
         "Caleb's saying bad words, Hannah's crying 'cause there's a raisin in her hair, and Rhoda needs to puke."

         
         
         
         
         My mother unexpectedly focused on the raisin. "How did that raisin get in her hair?"

         
         
         
         
         "Caleb put it there."

         
         
         
         
         Mom got stern. "Caleb, you eat that raisin right now. We don't waste raisins in this family."
         

         
         
         
         
         "But-"

         
         
         
         
         "Not a peep, young man. You. Eat. That. Raisin."

         
         
         
         
         Caleb sulkily ate the raisin that had been in his brother's nose, but he made powerful retching noises that helped me along.

         
         
         
         
         "Si, pull over. Rhoda needs to throw up."

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         The van wasn't air-conditioned, yet it did offer a surprise amenity. Mom had outfitted a plywood bed with a homemade red canvas mattress patterned with white stars. It had matching pillows, and the four of us squeezed on that bed in a damp nest, reading, across the long hot miles of dry chaparral through Nevada and Utah. Sometimes Mom let me and Hannah sleep in the van all by ourselves at night, instead of in the farty tent, which smelled of mold and breath in addition to brothers who cut the cheese. This tent offered no guarantee against mosquitoes. (Creatures of the night freely came and went via the many holes in the tent's screen "windows.")

         
         
         
         
         One night we were slapping and scratching through a particularly buggy bout in one of the more humid states. Outsize mosquitoes hung in the air like smoke from an unseen fire, and we had already done our best with hats, long sleeves, insect repellent, and a campfire. But still they came, still they swarmed, like something out of Hitchcock. Mom finally broke down and walked over to the campground's convenience store for a yard bomb, in spite of my father's protest that yard bombs cost good money. When she came back, she doused the area good and proper, and for a while we played Authors in peace.

         
         
         
         
         That night Hannah and I begged to sleep in the van. It was not until we were tucked in for the night that we heard it: the high, tight frenzy of a legion of mosquitoes inside the van with us. I turned on the flashlight to initiate the smackdown.

         
         
         
         
         "Girls!" warned my dad from the tent. "Go to sleep!"

         
         
         
         
         We'd already found and swatted several big lacy mosquitoes before Dad's second shout, so I knew I had to do something drastic. Wrapping the tent bag turbanwise around my forehead, I sprinted out of the vehicle, scooped up the yard bomb, and slammed myself back inside of ten seconds.

         
         
         
         
         "Girls! Don't make me come over there!"

         
         
         
         
         "We're going to sleep!" I shouted.

         
         
         
         
         But before we did, I unleashed the remains of that yard bomb inside the van. With closed windows. Hannah coughed and sputtered, inhaling the damp droplets of poison. "I can't breathe," she whispered.

         
         
         
         
         "Me neither," I whispered back, "but we'll get used to it. No mosquito would dare attack us after that!"
         

         
         
         
         
         In the morning when Mom came to wake us, she drew back coughing and waving her arms. The toxic cloud of fumes lifted as the outside air rushed in, sweet and fresh. We gulped it gratefully. "Oh Rhoda! What did you do?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yard bomb," I gasped.

         
         
         
         
         "You could have killed yourselves! Why, why, did you do this?!" She was practically sobbing. Hannah had gotten up dizzily and was sitting down again, head between her legs.

         
         
         
         
         "There were lots of mosquitoes in the van," I said. "I didn't want to chance it."

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         When my mother reminded me of this story on our own car trip thirty years later, I chuckled at my early determination to avoid predation at all costs. But the story seemed a pretty good analogue for Hannah's and my Childhood of Fear. Why we were always so afraid I cannot say; we weren't abused, attacked, or violated in any way. On the contrary: as Mennonites, we lived remarkably sheltered lives. No radio, no eight-track tapes, no unsupervised TV, no toys that smelled of worldly values. A yo-yo, okay. A crate that your neighbor's refrigerator came in, knock yourself out. A Slinky, sure. Badminton, by all means. But a big fat no to the following: Barbie's House of Dreams (too adult? too containing-a-bed-onwhich-Barbie-might-seduce-the-other-Barbie?); Lite-Brite (too electric and therefore too vainglorious?); Edible Creepy-Crawlers made from a kit (too satanic?). Even our friends were prescreened for bad influences.

         
         
         
         
         Did the degree to which we were sheltered occasion the fear that Hannah and I both felt with the onset of adolescence? Ah, those were the days when we saw a predator in every man who approached us! Somewhere, somehow, the Mennonite culture had taught us that all non-Mennonite men were would-be rapists. Thus whenever we stepped outside the protective shield of our Mennonite community, we moved in a terrifyingly unfamiliar world. Scared of school events, horrified by what would happen if I let my guard down to have a beer, terrified whenever a boy asked me out, I was as skittery as one of those squirrels that freeze as your vehicle approaches. Even when your gay husband rolls down the window and shouts, "Make your move, junior!" these squirrels seem profoundly indecisive. I always felt bad for those squirrels. I too had faced doom. And, like the squirrels, I had closed my eyes and hoped the doom would just go away.

         
         
         
         
         Hannah and I inferred that non-Mennonites were capable of anything. The world seemed especially hospitable to serial killers in unmarked white vans. For instance, when Hannah and I walked to the Thrifty Drug Store for contraband Bonnie Bell Lip Smackers, we'd always rehearse a Plan A and a Plan B for what we'd do if a serial killer offered us a ride or attempted to thrust us into his unmarked white van. I am happy to report that this never happened to us. However, because our adolescence coincided with the last years before political correctness, we did hear some graphic things about our anatomy. I, who still thought that you could get pregnant from kissing, spent many an evening puzzling over the possible meaning of titfuck.
         

         
         
         
         
         This fear lingered into my adult years. Once in grad school I returned to my apartment to find a note taped to the front door. In scary printed capital letters it read

         
         
         
         
         FOR ALL THE DONUTS YOU CAN SCARF

         
         
         COME TO MY PLACE FRI 7:00 PM,

         
         
         I WANT TO GET TO KNOW YOU RODA.

         
         
         
         
         JIMMY      

         
         
         
         
         Jimmy was a sad guy I had met once while doing laundry, and as a dating overture, this gesture strikes me as funny after a distance of twenty-three years. But back then I experienced a complex response whose crescendos came rolling like Elisabeth Kübler-Ross's stages of grief and dying. First there was revulsion: Scarf? Scarf?!? Next, confusion: What kind of a person eats donuts on a Friday night? Then fear: Why does this Jimmy know where I live? And, finally, panic: Do I look like a scarfer of donuts? Ohmygod, does this outfit make me look like Agnes Ollenburger, the biggie Mennonite of our youth who had liposuction on her upper arms and then asked the church for forgiveness?
         

         
         
         
         
         Jimmy was clearly a serial killer or a pervert. That Friday night I went to the library as usual, but I propped the note in a prominent position on my coffee table for police use, in case my body showed up dismembered in a dumpster.

         
         
         
         
         Now at forty-three, on the long drive up to Bend with both my parents, I sat quietly contorted in the crowded backseat, remembering the car trips of my youth, remembering fear like a high-pitched cloud of mosquitoes. And I couldn't think of anything that explained why Hannah and I had always been so afraid. Sure, Mennonite culture mistrusted public images of sex; that was a given. On the few occasions when we kids were allowed to watch TV, a parent had to be present. My father monitored the proceedings like a stern prison guard. If any character on any television show, married or single, made a move toward an on-screen kiss, there was Dad, wielding the remote like a Taser. Quick to change the channel, he'd sometimes mutter in dark disapproval, "Smut!" Sex, it was clear, was a sinful scourge.

         
         
         
         
         But my folks themselves were unafraid. They moved confidently through the world, taking risks, opening their home to strangers, traveling like fearless cosmopolites. My father's leadership position in the global Mennonite church required a lot of traveling, and my mother happily trailed along. When my father retired, the travel habit stuck-flourished, even, as they began to sign up for monthlong tours with other Mennonite couples.

         
         
         
         
         Geography was important in our family, as demonstrated by the persistence of the tin garbage pail with the state capitals. Yet it wasn't just geographic knowledge that my parents wanted us to have; it was knowledge of the international scene. In an ironic twist, two of the most conservative Mennonite parents took a sharp stand against monologism. An Americentric worldview, they believed, was incompatible with Christian values on the grounds that God loved all nations equally. My folks insisted that we study and travel abroad. They have done extensive globetrotting on every continent except Antarctica, which is probably on their list. They even know and love the Chaco. Considering that both my grandmothers had a third-grade education and never left the village until they emigrated to rural Ontario, it's funny to get postcards from Kinshasa, or Istanbul, or Hyderabad, from a mom like mine: "We saw a spider big as a teapot! Dad doesn't like yoghurt. There are unattended cows walking down the street. Love, Mom." From Calcutta: "They cremate their dead here by burning old rubber tires. I guess they are out of wood. It stinks to high heaven. Love, Mom."

         
         
         
         
         I thought of my parents' fearlessness as we pulled into the parking lot of a Denny's. After a five-hundred-mile day, we had two more hours to drive to Bend. It felt good to stretch our legs under the restaurant table. And I must say that it felt good to be checked out by a couple of guys sitting right across from us. They were maybe half my age, but they were cute.

         
         
         
         
         The server, who had already deposited my father's patty melt and my mother's breaded chicken cutlet, approached with my salad just as my father began to pray-out loud, in a clear audible voice, thanking God for the patty melt, the cutlet, the salad. Then he prayed for his pastor, for the state governor, for the president. He prayed for the couple who had just adopted three siblings, and for the people of Iraq. He prayed for traveling mercies. In his sober voice he noted that we would embrace whatever circumstances God saw fit to bestow, and he petitioned God for the grace and the wisdom to learn the lessons that our journey had to teach.

         
         
         
         
         I prayed to Pharaoh until I was six. Having learned in Sunday school that the Egyptians worshipped their kings as gods, I wanted to hedge my bets. But I always respectfully addressed the sovereign Yahweh before I spoke to Pharaoh-I thought there was one Pharaoh, mighty and eternal-because the Ten Commandments specified, "Thou shalt have no other gods before me." The Mennonite God thus received my A-list requests, such as intercession from wolves, disembodied red eyes, vampires, and volcanoes. Pharaoh received my secondary and tertiary requests, like my earnest plea to be spared raisins and the Chaco.

         
         
         
         
         It had been at least thirty years since I'd believed in the power of prayer as anything other than a way to practice gratitude and ameliorate self-pity. Curiously, although I married an atheist, and although I had spent sixteen years pursuing the very secular path of higher education, I had not rejected the idea of God. But during that time my faith had changed dramatically as I had learned more about context of the church and more about religious belief outside Christianity. A little knowledge goes a long way!

         
         
         
         
         The Mennonites have a prickly history with the idea of education. There's an old Low German proverb that I have always savored, in part because everything is funnier somehow in Low German, in part because it seems personally directed at me: Ji jileada, ji vikjeada (the more educated a person is, the more warped). That knowledge would compromise faith is one of those delightfully old-fashioned beliefs that makes us chuckle today, as when we learn that the uterus was once thought to drift about the body, occasionally lodging in neck or elbow. Mennonites often connect their mistrust of education to the passage in the gospel of Mark in which Jesus observes that it is hard for those who trust in riches to enter into the Kingdom of God. The Mennonite idea is that people who privilege money and knowledge will think they have all the answers, and if they think they have all the answers, they won't be interested in seeking God. I can't speak for rich people, but in my experience higher education does not produce people who think they have all the answers, unless you count my brother Aaron. Higher education does just the opposite; it teaches us that we don't have all the answers. Socrates summed it up very well: "I know only that I know nothing at all." So unfortunately the Mennonites have it back-assward on this one. Which is something they'd no doubt have figured out if they'd gone to college like normal folks.
         

         
         
         
         
         A hundred years ago, while still in Ukraine, the Mennonites proudly pointed to their communal literacy, contrasting their disciplined public school system with the illiterate squalor in which their Russian neighbors lived. But the Mennonites made sure not to be too literate. They had firm ideas about when to pull out: Boys typically completed high school; girls stopped at grade three. It was enough to be able to figure numbers and read the Bible. Any more education and you might start asking questions that could weaken your faith and take you away from God.
         

         
         
         
         
         My grandparents' generation of Mennonites was united in its hostility to higher education. Once when I was traveling in Ukraine with a group of older Mennonites, I made friends with a fellow traveler, a stoop-shouldered slip of a widow who had escaped Stalinist Russia by "attaching herself" to a German officer during the occupation. Even at age eighty-four, with decades of prosperity and a happy marriage behind her, Marta refused to discuss the sexual relationship that had saved her life. When I asked her about her German benefactor, all she said was that the attachment had resulted in emigration papers for herself and her four sisters.

         
         
         
         
         Marta was a tiny thing-the top of her silvery head came up to my waist-but she was filled with the spirit to see her old stomping ground, and I found it delightful to adjust my steps to her slower pace. For most of the trip we talked about Marta: her past, her losses, her understanding of the political events in the years after the Russian Revolution. As a girl she had actually seen the infamous anarchist Nestor Makhno. I felt blessed that I had found a traveling companion who remembered the events of the Maknovshchina firsthand. Easy friendships often spring up among travelers, and soon Marta was confiding more than the facts of her story to me. Our intimacy was helped along by difficult physical circumstances, since she had to rely on me for assistance over uneven steps and open trenches and such. She was light as a leaf, and I often picked her up and lifted her over rough patches. Rural Ukraine, with its rank privies, is challenging even for sturdy travelers, let alone for frail octogenarians who lack the lower-body strength to pee standing up. No wonder we became close so quickly.

         
         
         
         
         Toward the end of our time together, Marta and I were on deck aboard the Glushkov, sailing toward Yalta and the Sea of Azov. Leaving behind Sevastopol and the Mennonite settlements of her youth, we stood watching the sun set on the Black Sea. It must have suddenly occurred to Marta that she knew very little about the woman who had been at her elbow for the last three weeks. Until that moment Marta hadn't asked me much about my own situation; she knew only that I was Mennonite and that I was Si Janzen's daughter. That had been good enough for her. "My dear," she said, her small hands holding the ship rail, "how is it that a young woman like you comes to be traveling with us old folks to the old places?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "I wanted to know more about my history," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "How do you fill your days when you aren't traveling?" she asked. "What is it you do, if you don't have a family of your own?"

         
         
         
         
         Ah, sweet woman, I didn't want to disappoint her! If she found out I was a scholar, would she shake her head in sorrow and say Ji jileada, ji vikjeada? Would she cease telling me her stories and dismiss me as worldly? For many Mennonites of her generation, getting a Ph.D. was practically sinning against God. But now she had asked point-blank, and I had to 'fess up to the book-learnin'.
         

         
         
         
         
         I said soberly, "I'm a teacher, Marta. I teach in a college." She turned to face the Sea of Azov, and in the gathering twilight I thought I could see disappointment settling her lips into a frown. She looked out at the water without saying anything. Finally she turned to me, reached up, and patted my shoulder. "That's okay," she reassured me in German. "You're a good person anyway."

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Obviously my own parents did not share Marta's bias against higher education. Both my mother and my father have graduate degrees. But they prayerfully chose to study in areas that would not take them afield of their faith. Nursing seems quite consonant with Jesus's biblical ministry to heal the sick, and theology bases its entire raison d'être on the supposition that God exists and cares about what happens to his creation. My parents must have been concerned when I picked an academic field that invited, even demanded, philosophical questioning.

         
         
         
         
         Among my many rebellious behaviors is my refusal to ask God for stuff, especially before meals, especially out loud. Requests for divine intervention usually strike me as jejune and quixotic. Why should God grant one request when another supplicant is asking for the opposite? Why should one believer have the hubris to think her needs deserve special attention in the global schema? I do like the idea of prayer as a way to foreground one's blessings. It unselfs the self, as the theologian Eugene Peterson would say. It's when people start expecting divine intervention that I get nervous, because that's when they start hearing the voice of God telling them, for instance, to go kill a bunch of people in Iraq.

         
         
         
         
         But there was my father seated in front of me at a booth in Denny's, big hands folded, handsome head bowed. Not only did he pray as if God was listening; he prayed as if God might be standing right there, waiting with a salad, like the server. When you're with your parents, old habits die hard. In spite of my embarrassment that the server was trying to contain her amusement, and in spite of the fact that the cute guys who'd been checking me out were now clearly horrified, I bowed my head and shut my eyes. Fearless.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         FOUR
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            Wounding Words

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Aunt Rhoda," said Allie, "do you want to come play Super Scrabble with us?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "You bet," I said.

         
         
         
         
         My sister and I had not yet had a moment to ourselves. We were very close, however, and it was easy to communicate in indirect glances and oblique smiles. We were each other's port-in-the-holiday-storm. I had been on the West Coast for several weeks now, and Hannah would demand a detailed account of what it was like to be plunged back into the Mennonite mainstream. She and I were both waiting for a time when we could grab a cocktail and debrief. Right before my parents and I had arrived, she and her husband, Phil, had been hosting Phil's sister Yvonne, and I was anxious to hear the news on that front.

         
         
         
         
         Hannah's husband was fabulous. Among Phil's many excellent qualities was the expression of zero interest in leaving his wife for a guy he had met on Gay.com. Yet he did have a fatal flaw. Phil's special bugaboo, his personal kryptonite, was his sister Yvonne. Specifically, he had a problem with Yvonne's hair. This criticism we understood to include an implied catalog of behaviors, incursions, and habits that offended him. He returned again and again to the fact that Yvonne's hair looked not unlike a glossy, nest-shaped wig, and that she, his own flesh and blood, ought to know better. He did have a bird's-eye view of the Nest, as he was fully six foot six, a vantage point from which the Nest would have been nigh impossible to ignore. It sat smartly on her head, like the tall black hats worn by beefeaters at Buckingham Palace. Sometimes after Yvonne's visit, Phil found himself humming the changing-of-the-guard song from the The Wizard of Oz.

         
         
         
         
         Even from a lateral view the Nest could make you forget what you were saying. Once in grad school, an angry feminist who called herself Lilith but whose real name was Barb attended a swim party in an itsy-bitsy swimsuit. There was a general sense that she had done this on purpose, to make everyone else uncomfortable. From the bikini bottom exploded an epic, wiry bush. This was pubic hair on a Richter scale, hair gone wild, hair raised by wolves. It was hair that had taken over her entire southern region, like kudzu. At that swim party every person present had spent a pained evening with eyes cemented at least five feet above the ground, so as to avoid the magnetic vista of Barb's, I mean Lilith's, frenzied pubes. Trying not to stare at Yvonne's hair was a lot like that.

         
         
         
         
         The Nest, I hasten to add, was premakeover, predivorce. In all fairness to Yvonne, Hannah noted, she did look a lot better now that she was not using as much product. Hannah was always urging Phil to cut Yvonne some slack. Any woman would have found it challenging to keep abreast of bicoastal hair trends, living there in a small Wisconsin mobile home park with a whimsical sidewalk sign that said, WELCOME TO ALL GOD'S CRITTERS!

         
         
         
         
         Many years earlier Yvonne had rejected college in favor of a career with Mary Kay Cosmetics. As a dynamic Independent Sales Director, she proudly drove a pale pink Cadillac that said in modest pink cursive on the rear window, MARY KAY. She was always bringing Hannah and me free samples. "Missy," she'd say in her shoot-from-the-hip voice, "I tell it like it is, and you got some Martha Stewart circles under your eyes, like you just spent four months in jail. Let's cover that mess up! Here's a good concealer. Take it like you own it!"

         
         
         
         
         Yvonne had divorced Stan, her husband of twenty-one years, two years earlier. Whether or not it was true, Hannah and I had always thought-ah, the tragic irony!-that Stan was gay, in a beer-for-breakfast kind of way. Stan had a tiny long-legged Chihuahua named Ms. Ginger that he took everywhere with him. The first time I met Stan, he and Yvonne were arriving at my sister's place in Bend after a long car trip from Wisconsin. Stan and Yvonne sprang energetically from the cab of Stan's truck. They hugged it out with their hosts, shook my hand, and then turned to the task uppermost on their minds: peeing Ms. Ginger after the long trip. Stan was a heavyset fellow in a plaid flannel shirt, belly slung low over his belt. He scooted the trembling Chihuahua onto my sister's lawn. Then his voice lifted a full octave as he admonished Ms. Ginger to do her miniature business on the lawn: "Who's gonna pee-pee! Who's gonna pee-pee! Time to make pee-pees! Make me some pee-pees!"

         
         
         
         
         It must have been hard to be married to a gay-seeming fellow who pluralized urine in a falsetto, Hannah and I agreed, so we nobly tried not to discuss Yvonne's hair. Hannah had seen to it that I had plenty of opportunities to observe Yvonne in action. I had often been invited along on Phil's family outings, had tagged along on Phil's family holidays, and had met all four of Yvonne's boyfriends since the divorce. Nick had always opted out of these visits. He had no desire to while away the evening hours with Yvonne, who, he maintained, never said a single thing that hadn't already appeared as a phrase on Wheel of Fortune. Although Yvonne's company was less than stimulating, I figured I needed to show my sister some loyalty and moral support. As soon as Hannah would tell me that Yvonne was going to be present, I would see it as my sisterly duty to scout for a cheap airline ticket. "You've got to come," Hannah pleaded. "The new boyfriend sells cold cuts!"
         

         
         
         
         
         These were the best cold cuts. Todd, the boyfriend, was very proud of the cold cuts' quality. His cold cuts were sold at the finest grocery establishments. During the three-day weekend that I was privileged to eat these cold cuts every day, I exerted myself to get Todd to use the possessive form of cold cuts: he'd add an extra tz sound, like the German z. "My cold cutzes freshness is unrivaled," he'd say. "I mean, this is some fresh meat. Try the pimento loaf."
         

         
         
         
         
         During the weekend of the cold cutzes reign up at Phil and Hannah's cabin at Tahoe, Yvonne revealed her follicle situation to me. Phil and Todd were off enjoying the cold cutzes flavor on the lake below. Yvonne and Hannah and I were sitting on the deck with magazines and iced tea; it was about noon. No alcohol was involved. We were all wearing shorts, dressed for a hike we planned on taking later that afternoon. Yvonne was wearing a T-shirt that said, ASK ME HOW TO COVER YOUR BLEMISH! Mine said, I AM THE GRAMMARIAN ABOUT WHOM YOUR MOTHER WARNED YOU. Hannah was wearing a nice periwinkle blouse, very ladylike.

         
         
         
         
         Five minutes earlier Yvonne had suggested that Hannah and I try her full-coverage foundation to even out our color-"Ladies, you gals got the full-blown German complexion, let me tell it to you straight! When I was a kid, I had a pet rat that had eyes just the color of your skin! No offense!"-but since that comment, the three of us had lapsed into pleasant silence, paging through our magazines. To my astonishment Yvonne suddenly stood up, unzipped her shorts, hooked a thumb in her panties, and revealed a patch so hirsute it could have kept a family of five warm through a long Arctic winter. "I just want you to see what I'm dealing with here," she said. "Have you ever seen a thang like that?"

         
         
         
         
         Phil nodded when I later reported on the unexpected appearance of the Thang. I felt like someone who had documented a fabled entity, such as the Sasquatch.

         
         
         
         
         Hannah said, "I'd heard about it, but that was the first time I saw it in full bush. Was it just me, or could you detect the shape of the Virgin Mary?"

         
         
         
         
         I nodded. "If Our Lady of Mercy can appear in a water stain on an underpass, she can surely appear in your sister-in-law's underpants."

         
         
         
         
         "That's nothing," Phil said. "The Thang is old news. We've been hearing about the Thang for years. How about this? She told us Todd gave her a dildo for Christmas."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'd rather receive a dildo than cold cuts," I said, "especially if the cold cutzes additives involve the taste of liquid smoke."

         
         
         
         
         "Okay, maybe so," Phil conceded. "But which gift would you rather discuss, in detail, with your older brother?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Which gift would you rather announce in front of your nine-year-old niece not ten minutes after having gotten off the plane at the airport?" said Hannah, clearly on board with her husband on this one.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Cold cuts, like dildos, bring a welcome element of surprise to any family gathering," I asserted.

         
         
         
         
         "Of course Allie was all ears. 'Momma,' she goes, 'what's a dildo?'"

         
         
         
         
         "What'd you say?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yvonne cut in and fielded that one," said Phil. "She said it was a kind of Christmas candy."

         
         
         
         
         Now I couldn't wait to tell my sister that our mutual sister-in-law Staci had questioned me about my divorce and financial status during Christmas Eve dinner. In return Hannah would soon confide that Yvonne's newest boyfriend, although endowed with a magnificent eight-inch penis, was neither a gifted nor attentive lover. Hannah and I were looking forward to a compatible talkfest during which we would wonder aloud which was weirder, the fact that Yvonne would continue to date a man who in five months had not managed to give her an orgasm, or the fact that Yvonne had placidly whispered this information to Hannah less than sixty seconds into her annual Christmas visit.

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         This wasn't your ordinary Scrabble. It offered a jumbo board, quadruple word scores, and two hundred tiles, thereby guaranteeing that any game would continue unabated for at least three hours. Super Scrabble demanded a serious commitment to yuletide family fun. Added to that, my mother, alert but slow, expressed painful hesitations whenever it was her turn.

         
         
         
         
         While waiting out one of Mom's turns, Hannah told us the story of how at Allie's school the principal, April Silty, had gone to a conference titled "Mean Girls."

         
         
         
         
         "Mean Girls?" I interrupted. "The title of the conference was Mean Girls?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, this gets better," Hannah said.

         
         
         
         
         The subject of this conference was preteen cliquishness. The conference must have been very stimulating, because April Silty returned from it on fire to share what she had learned. April Silty visited the classrooms at St. Veronica's Elementary one by one, conducting the same demonstration in each homeroom.

         
         
         
         
         "I'm going to show you something with the assistance of a little object lesson," April Silty told the class. She held in her hand a piece of blank paper. "Okay, somebody shout out something mean that you might say to another girl."

         
         
         
         
         "You stink?" offered Allie's friend Ruby, brave pioneer that she was.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes!" April Silty crumpled up a corner of the piece of paper. "Another insult!"

         
         
         
         
         "You're fat!"

         
         
         
         
         "You have bad breath!"

         
         
         
         
         "There's something on your pants!"

         
         
         
         
         "Your momma wears a fleece vest!"

         
         
         
         
         The insults were flying thick and fast now, and with each one, April Silty crumpled up the piece of paper a little bit more, until it disappeared entirely into her fist.

         
         
         
         
         Thus far the tacit lesson was Insults Can Make You Crumple Inside, not to mention a bonus lesson thrown in for free: Fleece Vests Are Sooooooo Yesterday. But April Silty's piece of paper was slated to make a reappearance.

         
         
         
         
         She made a dramatic show of uncrumpling the paper. Clearly the ur-lesson now was Hey, Insults Stay with You. "See," said April Silty, trying to pat the creases out of the piece of paper. "I can't get it smooth again once it has been crumpled up, no matter how hard I try. Girls, words are just like this piece of paper. They. Can. Wound."

         
         
         
         
         April Silty finished up her object lesson with the sober injunction that all little girls should watch what kind of words came out of their mouths. She said that if somebody said something mean, the insulted party should instantly come back with "W. W.!" W. W. stood for Wounding Word.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Now that is some spectacular shit," I told my sister. "Oops, I didn't mean to say that in front of you, Al."

         
         
         
         
         "That's okay," my niece said. "My friend Ruby says shit all the time."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I suppose shit could itself be a Wounding Word, depending on the context. But in this case, it was not intended to wound. If I wounded you," I told Allie magnanimously, "then I'm sorry."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not wounded," Al reported. "But I wish Momma would take her turn. This game is kind of sloooooooooooooow."

         
         
         
         
         "Would you accept the word retard?" said Hannah. "It's not much, but at least I get my D on a triple."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I accept retard," said my mother. "It's a common word. It's much better than lionhairs."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Lionhairs was a great word. I would have gotten 118 points!" said Hannah.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Not to split lionhairs," I said, "but you are a cheater, pure and simple. Under what circumstances would you even use the word lionhairs?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "At our African camp we often have a problem with lionhairs on the chaise lounge," said Hannah defensively.

         
         
         
         
         "Lions are lounging on your lawn furniture, and the only things you're worried about are the lionhairs? Me, I'd be thinking about the lionteeth and the lionhunger."

         
         
         
         
         "Perhaps I am a retard," said Hannah, trying to sneak her newest word onto the board.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Retard is not in the dictionary. Also it's a Wounding Word."
         

         
         
         
         
         "You let Mom get away with stomalotion. And boner," Hannah protested.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What's wrong with boner?" my mother asked. "That's a perfectly good word. Somebody made a boner."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Indeed somebody did make a boner," said my sister, frowning at me.

         
         
         
         
         My mother appeared to be using boner as a synonym for goof-up. I made a mental note to check the etymology. Was there a time when a boner had been a mere boo-boo? If so, when had it become a stiffy? I had plenty of time to consider the lexical shift because my mother was agonizing over her word.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Mom," I said finally. "Why don't you make ahoy? You get your H on a quadruple, plus a triple-word score."
         

         
         
         
         
         The suggestion summoned to my mother's mind a felicitous recollection of bygone sing-alongs. She burst into one of the songs of yesteryear.

         
         
         
         
         I was drifting along on life's pitiless sea

         
         
         When the angry waves threatened my ruin to be.

         
         
         When away at my side

         
         
         There I dimly descried

         
         
         A stately old vessel and loudly I cried,

         
         
            SHIP AHOY! SHIP AHOY!

         
         
            (and loudly I cried SHIP AHOY!)

         
         
         
         
         When her robust soprano paused for breath, I asked, "Is there a religious surprise in this song?"

         
         
         
         
         She nodded eagerly, continuing:

         
         
         
         
         'Twas the old ship of Zion thus moving along;
         

         
         
         
         
         All aboard her seemed happy; I heard their glad song-

         
         
         
         
         "Go on," I said. Any hymn figuring salvation as a mysterious pirate vessel deserved to be heard. No matter that the hymn had declined in popularity since its heyday in 1938.

         
         
         
         
         "I can't remember the rest of it," she admitted. To make up for the memory lapse, she sang the first part again, only a little louder.

         
         
         
         
         "I want to switch games," said Allie. "Let's play Made for Trade."

         
         
         
         
         My sister and I studiously did not look at each other. Made for Trade was possibly the worst board game of all time, and it had only recently appeared in my sister's household, a Christmas gift from Oma and Opa. It featured a boring historical premise and colonial cardboard figurines significantly too large for the tiny squares.

         
         
         
         
         But of course we busted the game out. There isn't a lot we wouldn't do for Al.

         
         
         
         
         "You can tax any player the object of your choice," Al told me, when I passed an orange spot with tiny illegible font. I put on my reading glasses and frowned at it. "Aunt Rhoda, you have to pick an Event Card," Al said helpfully.

         
         
         
         
         "Okay. You're going down, Oma," I said to my mother, who shrieked dramatically. "Ebenezer Brown hereby taxes you your spinning wheel for five shillings." Then I dutifully drew an Event Card and read aloud:

         
         
         
         
         Is the severe summer drought the result of personal and communal sin? A fast day has been declared. Go directly to the Meeting House, listen to a sermon on sinfulness, and pray for God's mercy in the form of rain. Do not pay the usual tithe.

         
         
         
         
         "Huh?" I said. "Is it just me, or is this Event Card advising us to retaliate against God?"

         
         
         
         
         "No," said my mother. "The blame falls on the congregation, not on God."
         

         
         
         
         
         "But it sounds as if we're going to withhold our tithe because God has inflicted a drought on us."

         
         
         
         
         "We deserved the drought," said my mother.

         
         
         
         
         "Because we were sinful," Al piped in.

         
         
         
         
         "No, we were not sinful. That is, maybe we did some bad things," said my sister emphatically, frowning at Allie, "but we were just doing the best we could according to our nature. God is a loving God. He does not punish his people with drought."

         
         
         
         
         "At school he does," said Allie. Phil and Hannah were sending Allie to a private Catholic school because the local public school was so crappy. "At school God punishes everybody."
         

         
         
         
         
         "In this house God punishes nobody," said Hannah. "The world has seen enough Christian guilt, wrath, and vengeance to last a lifetime."
         

         
         
         
         
         "'Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord,'" quoted my mother.

         
         
         
         
         "Momma," said Al, "is it okay to pray for mercy in the form of rain?"

         
         
         
         
         "I guess," Hannah conceded. She and Phil were ideologically opposed to all religious institutions, and they knew they were skating a fine line with the whole private-Catholic-school thing. Hannah had often declared that a background in Bible lore had been useful in her own education and cultural training. Still, it was a tough call. In the private Catholic school, the value of the Bible lore would be compromised by Catholic guilt and shame about the body. The public school, on the other hand, would inflict bad math, obsolescent history books, and Mean Girls. Al's enrollment at St. Veronica's had not been a shoe-in, but Phil and Hannah had decided that Christian guilt was better than bad math.

         
         
         
         
         "Well then," Allie went on, reasonably, "could I pray for God's mercy in the form of chocolate?"

         
         
         
         
         "There's chocolate in the pantry, Al. You don't need to ask God for it. Just ask me," said Hannah.

         
         
         
         
         My mother felt this was an excellent opportunity to advance Allie's theological training. "Sometimes God works through other people and things, such as pantries."

         
         
         
         
         I raised my eyebrows, but she went on, "God provides blessings, such as chocolate, through your mama and her pantry. But it's still God who's doing the providing."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Your turn, Allie," I said. When she frowned meditatively over her Event Card, I briskly tapped my right hand on my left palm, like an old-fashioned schoolmarm with a ruler. "Chop-chop!"

         
         
         
         
         "Aunt Rhoda, you're a big dork."

         
         
         
         
         "Wounding Word," I said.

         
         
         
         
         Playing the colonial game with its posset cups and spinning wheels naturally invited a discussion of how our lives would have been different three hundred years earlier. Hannah pointed out that because of our Mennonite training, we'd have a much easier time of it than most American women. "For Mom it would be completely familiar, really. That's how she grew up, as if it were three hundred years ago."

         
         
         
         
         "Three hundred years!" my mother exclaimed. "No, it wasn't as bad as that! We had an orchard!"

         
         
         
         
         We chose to ignore this.

         
         
         
         
         "In school we're talking about Albuquerque," said Allie. "It was settled by the Spanish, but it didn't become a town until 1706. That was exactly three hundred years ago. The governor got permission from Spain to call it a town by saying it already had a church and some buildings, but it didn't. It was more like a little village in the middle of the desert. People needed medicine there, Oma. Sometimes they died of cholera, so you could be a nurse in Albuquerque and teach everybody how not to get sick."

         
         
         
         
         "The four of us could handle colonial Albuquerque, no problem," agreed Hannah. "We can butcher, make soap, candles, quilts, bread, you name it. I took Spanish in college."

         
         
         
         
         "I can count to twenty," said Allie. "But I can't butcher. Gross. You have to do the butchering, Momma."

         
         
         
         
         "You'll get used to it," Hannah returned. "It's no grosser, really, than trimming the fat off a roast."

         
         
         
         
         "Also gross." So far the Mennonite love of cookery had not manifested in Allie, who consented to help in the kitchen only when bribed.

         
         
         
         
         "Seriously," said Hannah, "would you go back in time if you could?"

         
         
         
         
         "Can I change the course of history?" I asked. "Can I teach girls to read and tell people about germs?"

         
         
         
         
         "No," Hannah decided. "You can go back in time, but you have to go knowing what you know now, and you have to keep it to yourself and just live your colonial life." We had a split vote. Hannah and Al declined not to go back in time, while my mother and I agreed that it would be pleasurable, amusing, and instructive, as long as we could come back.

         
         
         
         
         I couldn't help wondering then if I would go back fifteen years. Would I, to save myself a marriage shadowed by suicide, grief, and despair? Fifteen years earlier, one Saturday afternoon had sealed my fate. I ran into Nick on the top floor of the university library, a space unofficially designated for intellectuals with odd sideburns and thrift store sweaters. The peculiar odor of that top floor motivated my studies like nothing else. It stank deliciously of nineteenth-century bindings and old periodicals. Slumped into the carrels were the überdorks who barricaded themselves behind stacks of books like children with cereal boxes. Occasionally you'd see a loner coming or going in retro polyester duds, arms full of laptop and books stacked right up to the chin. I liked the churchy silence up there, and all the bookish smells. And I liked the way that the intellectuals left you alone behind your own towers. It made me feel like one of those ancient monks in silent but busy fellowship, feather quills scratching the vellum of a sacramentary.

         
         
         
         
         Recognizing Nick from an undergraduate Italian class I was auditing, I suddenly understood that if he was here among the hard-core scholars, he could not possibly be the undergraduate I had mistaken him for. Because of his long hair and boyish charm, I had assumed he was in his early twenties. I now saw that he wasn't when he stopped by my carrel; there was a confidence and a history in the way he nodded at me.

         
         
         
         
         The polo-player logo on his otherwise impeccable Ralph Lauren shirt had been carefully mutilated. Little threads stuck out every which way. "What happened to that?" I asked, pointing at the logo.

         
         
         
         
         "I picked it apart. I'll be goddamned if I'm going to be a free billboard for Ralph Lifshitz and his fantasies about a Waspy Nantucket."

         
         
         
         
         "Then why buy the shirt?"

         
         
         
         
         "Well, look at it." He grinned. "It's a great shirt."

         
         
         
         
         "Shhhhhhh!" came the testy reprimand from a nearby carrel. A man in a floral print dress and Doc Martens was glaring.

         
         
         
         
         "Take a study break," Nick ordered. "Let's go get some lunch. We can practice the congiuntivo for the midterm."
         

         
         
         
         
         That was it for me. I was in, all the way in, even before I noticed that Nick was reading Nietzsche, even before he suggested we go see the Noam Chomsky documentary playing that night in Santa Monica. If I had known then what I know now, I could have just smiled and said, "No, I've gotta finish this. Catch up with you later." How much hurt that would have saved me, how many Wounding Words!

         
         
         
         
         In those first years of marriage, we practically lived at the West Hollywood YMCA. That facility provided the perfect antidote to our rigorous academic work. Having spent my youth being picked last for teams, and having extracted two years' worth of PE excuses from a single tonsillectomy, I came tardily to the sports arena. It wasn't until I was in my late teens, when my brother Caleb patiently taught me to play racquetball, that I realized I was coordinated enough to participate in athletic endeavors. But I tried to make up for it by becoming a competitive asshole. Nick, also a competitive asshole, used to smoke me at the sport. You know how some athletically gifted men enjoy playing with their wives and express pride when the wives manage to scrape up eight points or so? Nick wasn't like that. He played with deadly fury, hitting the ball so hard it sometimes stung the racquet clean out of my grip.

         
         
         
         
         But I loved it. I loved the suspension of idea-driven dialogue. We said as little as possible to each other on the court: "Hindrance." "Cheater." "Game point." There were pros who played the Y, and whenever they'd roll through, we'd sign up for lessons. One of our local members, a woman named Lila Korndahl, was even better than the pro women who offered the occasional seminar. Lila Korndahl was an unprepossessing fifty-three-year-old housewife with frizzy problem hair and thick ankles, but she was universally revered at the West Hollywood Y. Sometimes a hapless visitor would fall for Lila's husband's oh-so-casual offer: "Hey, buddy, waddaya say we bring in our wives, play doubles for, say, fifty bucks?"

         
         
         
         
         Lila Korndahl taught me a skill set that infuriated Nick. Lila was the master of placement, the queen of the drop shot. With a flick of her wrist, she could tap a screaming ball into the corner, where it would yawn and fall asleep, straight down, gentle as a Milk Dud. These drop shots were so widely associated with Lila Korndahl that to be defeated by a slow drop was to be korned. Sometimes you'd hear rueful shouts from a neighboring court: "Oh! Serve me up summa that steamin' creamed korn!" "Ohhhh! Korn on the cob!"

         
         
         
         
         On the few occasions when I did win against Nick, my triumphs invariably turned on successful drop shots that seemed to freeze in midair, or to brush the wall four inches above the floor before piddling to a full stop below. These shots drove Nick insane. He loved goading me into the strongest, fastest rallies that I was capable of. I am taller and stronger than most women, and I could really hammer that ball. But my control, unlike Nick's, was poor, and my serve uneven. My racquetball philosophy was simple: to kill the ball or die trying. All I wanted was to beat my cocky husband. Amused at my determination, Nick would offer to spot me five points. This affront made me fight even harder. He'd bait me with a back wall rally, the ball coming so fast you couldn't really see it; you'd have to hit blindly, instinctively, in a kind of white heat. Then, just when I'd be lost in the pace, he'd suddenly change it up with a lob or a trick shot. If I ever managed to korn the man, he took it personally. Cookin' with korn was his territory.
         

         
         
         
         
         In fifteen years of marriage I never managed to skunk him 15-1. When I did win, it was always close, and it came down to a breathless grunting fight for the final points. Nick must have missed the day the PE teacher taught good sportsmanship when he was growing up. He'd stalk off the court, enraged, or, worse, he'd destroy his racquet by beating it on the wall. He'd break into a long rich string of obscenities: "Damn queen-of-korn fuckbag korncunt kernels of douchecob, cocksucking shower of golden korn from my ASS!" Sometimes we got asked to leave.

         
         
         
         
         One day he pitched a hissy on the court, shouting and swearing, ending on a typical note: "You play like a korncob CUNT!" As he shouted this final imprecation, he threw his racquet across the court with all his might and stalked off to the men's locker room. I had been telling myself that this behavior, while childish, was funny, especially since I knew that he would tender an endearing apology within the hour. He'd be sorry and chuckling by the time we hit the coed Jacuzzi. Lighten up, I'd tell myself; his strings of insults, all twisted like strands of DNA, were amusing in their spicy furor. But that day, gathering up Nick's abandoned things and my own equipment from the bench outside the court, I ran into my friend Cameron, who was waiting with her partner for the court. By the way she looked at me, wide-eyed and full of sympathy, I could tell that she had heard everything. And I could tell that it wasn't funny.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Cam!" I said breezily. "What's up?"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, Rhoda," she exclaimed. "Are you okay?"

         
         
         
         
         Now, playing silly games in my sister's kitchen, I thought of how often over the years I had shrugged off Wounding Words. April Silty had a point. Curiously, though, I didn't get any pleasure out of imagining what it would have been like to refuse Nick's invitation to lunch that day in the library fifteen years ago.

         
         
         
         
         I think maybe I'd still nod and smile and have lunch with him. I think maybe I'd still go to the Noam Chomsky documentary later that evening. And maybe I'd even marry him a couple of weeks later. Is it ever really a waste of time to love someone, truly and deeply, with everything you have?

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         FIVE
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            A Lingering Finish

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Hannah was no stranger to romance gone awry. For the first part of Nick's and my marriage, she was still with her first fiancé, Josh. I could go on at length about that guy, but instead I will sum him up with one sentence that sketches his character with an almost Zen-like simplicity: Josh asked Hannah to put him through law school, and then on the very day he graduated, he dumped her. Everyone in my family had tried and failed to like Josh. He was the kind of guy who had what Henry James called a "moist moral surface." When he subjected my sister to so much grief and pain, I gritted my already gritty teeth.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hannah-cautious, coolheaded Hannah-had surprised us all by doing something much more like me than like her: she turned around and married her boss, Phil, immediately, less than three months after Josh had left her. She became, briefly, a Tasmanian devil of love. (When I tasmaniated on the first date with Nick and married him six weeks later, my family was predictably disapproving. Yet they were not surprised. Getting engaged on the first date was exactly the kind of birdwitted, addlepated thing I would do. But not Hannah. And to her boss! The inappropriateness of it took our breath away.)
         

         
         
         
         
         Everyone privately thought that Hannah's new marriage to her boss would bring nothing but more heartache. For starters, there was the obvious charge of the rebound relationship. Then there was the eighteen-year age difference. Hannah was twenty-six at the time and-have I mentioned this?-scary beautiful. Let's face it: there is nothing odd when a little girl has eyes the lustral blue of the Aegean, or when the same little girl has a silky curtain of white-blonde hair that recalls angels and innocence and unicorns; but when a woman retains these natural attributes at thirty-eight, you begin to suspect a pact with the devil.

         
         
         
         
         Yet Hannah never really seemed to value her good looks; it was I who was desperate to be pretty. In those severe Mennonite skirts, I fixed with longing on the crotch-skimming pastels of my classmates, who according to instinct and custom gave a wide berth to all Children of the Corn. My mother braided my hair so tightly that my eyebrows buckled. This conferred on me a look of wholesome mental illness, like Joan Crawford in Mommie Dearest.
         

         
         
         
         
         Also, because I grew tall so fast, my mother resourcefully sewed strips of contrasting fabric to the bottom of my pants. Hippies were doing this, and many a groovy ribbon enlivened 1960s jeans. However, the Mennonite God circa 1970 had not yet made up his mind about jeans. Jeans belonged in the barn, and moreover on boys. I wasn't allowed to wear them. The pants that came to me from the Seminary Clothes Closet for Sacrificial Missionary Families Who Served the Lord with Joy and Gladness were 100 percent polyester, with a humiliating elastic waist, and a crease stitched down the front of the leg, as if I were in early training to drive a Winnebago back and forth across America's heartland. It was to these pants that my mother attached contrasting strips of polyester, lopping off four or five inches of the pant leg, and then inserting the Strip of Shame. When I'd grow another two inches in as many months, she'd insert another strip of contrasting fabric into the same pants. No wonder I was desperate to be pretty as a child! I still maintain that under those circumstances it would have been surprising had I not initiated elaborate blood pacts with God, offering my firstborn, like the miller's daughter in "Rumpelstiltskin," if only God would make me beautiful when I grew up.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hannah was born with a mature sobriety that I have never achieved. Somehow she ingested the Serenity Prayer of St. Francis with her mother's milk. This is why she seems the elder of us two, even though she is five years younger. Except for my hasty, tumultuous marriage to Nick, every one of my major life decisions has been prescreened by Hannah. I'd be a dummy not to notice how much wiser she is than I. Torn between grad programs at Yale, UCLA, and Berkeley? Ask Hannah. What appetizer to serve with Indian-glazed salmon? Ask Hannah. How to allocate my TIAACREF investment? Ask Hannah. At first you think that her special gift is her beauty, but then you realize, no, it's something older and more dignified, something about pure math and practical balance. She's like one of those alpine pools you discover when hiking the Blüemlisalp in Switzerland-clear, profound, refreshing, exactly what you had in mind. Hannah just seems to make sense of things.

         
         
         
         
         Not that she's arrogant or aggressive. Indeed, the opposite is true. She was so shy as a child that once at the family dinner table she leaned over to whisper in my mother's ear, "Pass the salt." From childhood shyness to adult serenity the transition seemed swift and inevitable. Lest you think that I'm exaggerating out of writerly hyperbole, I'm not the only one who confers on her this oracular status. My whole family turns to her in a crisis. She's the legally appointed power-of-attorney, the executrix of wills, the designated caretaker in case of parental deaths, the one who can be counted on to coordinate a family trip to Alaska. When she was fifteen, she spent a year in Germany, attending a German high school and living with a host family. My mother shook her head with amazement when she came back with most of the spending money she had departed with. Freak.

         
         
         
         
         And Hannah is placid as a snail. Once I asked my mother if she could remember a time when Hannah and I had fought or argued. "Why, no!" said my mother, much struck. "You girls were always together, thick as thieves. It was the boys who fought. Once Caleb whacked Aaron in the head with a stick."

         
         
         
         
         So. At twenty-six, five foot nine, and slender, Hannah was the kind of woman who stopped traffic. Protectively outraged, we thought that her middle-aged boss was trying to hustle a trophy wife, swooping in even before her divorce had gone through.

         
         
         
         
         That is, we thought so until we met him, which wasn't until both Hannah and Phil had quit their jobs and drifted around Europe for a couple of months. With my usual extravagance, I decided within ten minutes that this man really cherished her, and that he would have loved her even if toads jumped out of her mouth, like the witch-sister in the Grimms' fairy tale. And you know what? My hunch was spot-on. Phil and Hannah have been married for eleven years, and they have an amazing thing going.

         
         
         
         
         Sometimes you can just feel a person's decency, in the same way that sometimes you can intuit a lack of it. Phil had the air of a man who is fully, attentively engaged; Josh, Hannah's first fiancé, had the air of a man trying not to look at his watch. Phil consistently interested himself in the lives of others; Josh talked about himself. Phil looked at my sister with tenderness and humor; Josh looked at her as if she were an especially persistent gnat.

         
         
         
         
         Shortly after Phil and Hannah married, Hannah made one of the most generous gestures I've ever seen. She sent Phil to rescue me when I was at an all-time low, the lowest I've ever been-lower even than I was at that moment, standing on her stair in middle-aged catastrophe. Now, at forty-three, losing a husband to a guy named Bob, with all the other concomitant losses, was, all things considered, livable. But back in 1996, I had hit rock-bottom, with nowhere to go.

         
         
         
         
         I had taken a year's leave from my doctoral program because Nick had been accepted into a grad program in political theory at the University of Chicago. We moved from Los Angeles to Chicago, where I got a part-time job teaching at a music conservatory, and a full-time job as a receptionist at the starchy law firm Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher, & Flom.

         
         
         
         
         Nick, who has a master's degree in clinical psychology, was going through a phase in which he categorically refused to take meds for his bipolar disorder. "There's nothing wrong with me," he'd say scornfully. "Bipolarity is a natural condition, not a disease. Why should I take medication for a condition that makes me smarter, more creative, and more aware? If my moods make you uncomfortable, you take the medication."

         
         
         
         
         "But so is cancer a natural condition," I'd object, "and people have no trouble at all taking medication for that."
         

         
         
         
         
         "They would if there were a negative stigma attached to it. They would if taking medication compromised their status as sane, functional citizens. Tell you what. I'll start taking medication for my bipolarity when the rest of the world starts taking medication for its stupidity," he said. And that was that.
         

         
         
         
         
         Stupid, Nick wasn't. I have to admit that Nick is among the smartest men I've ever known. When I was a young adult, smart was more important to me than nice. Go figure. Any intellectual tap-dance would impress the bejeezus out of me. I was especially starstruck with academic achievement, pathetically overinvested in the uphill trail to building an identity as a scholar. There was a time in my life-sadly, not so long ago-when quickness of mind seemed more important than kindness.
         

         
         
         
         
         For those first months in Chicago, Nick wrote brilliant elliptical papers that I would furbish up so that they read coherently. Sometimes, though, Nick's writing was so impenetrable that I'd have to ask him to explain what he meant, and he'd be off on one of his furious discursive tirades, angrily citing Durkheim, Nietzsche, Foucault, Gramsci, Hegel. As a humanities grad student, of course I'd read many of the big names in the Western canon, but Nick had read theory and philosophy I'd come across only in footnotes. You'd think that a man tortured by a relentless onslaught of ideas would seek refuge in academia, which has historically functioned as a safe haven for freethinking mavericks. Strangely, Nick voiced nothing but contempt for the ivory tower, perhaps because he himself had never struggled to connect with people, as so many academics have. He thought that in general scholars were mediocre thinkers with limited social skills and a profound need for external validation. (I know I am!)

         
         
         
         
         At that point we had been married five years. Nick's mood instabilities had been difficult but manageable, with no lasting consequences. But this shift was different. Cycling into a manic period, Nick began to sidestep his seminars, despite exceptional feedback on his academic work. He didn't go to school. He went shopping.

         
         
         
         
         Chicago, dear reader, is a luscious place if you have a distinct sense of style (just as Los Angeles is the perfect place if you want to copy someone else's style). Nick, distinct to his toes, encountered no obstacles whatsoever between his style and my credit cards. I had been raised on the notion that when a man cleaves unto a wife, he shall become one with her credit. It had never occurred to me to construct a marriage any other way.

         
         
         
         
         One day Nick came home with a pair of Yohji Yamamoto gloves that had cost $385. This was in 1996, mind you. Granted, these gloves were wondrously conceived: over an interior pebbled leather glove, a leather mitt unzipped and folded back into a gauntlet of sorts. It was just the kind of witty sartorial gesture that a dandified socialite might affect, very Oscar Wilde, if Oscar Wilde would have ditched the lily and firmed up the tummy and got full-sleeve tatts designed by the famed Los Angeles artist Bob Roberts. Nick wasn't a dandified socialite, though. He was a grad student. We were supposed to be living on the ten bucks an hour I was making as a receptionist at the law firm.

         
         
         
         
         "They're great gloves," I remember saying slowly. "But Nick, they cost three hundred eighty-five dollars. That's more than half a month's rent."
         

         
         
         
         
         "You don't get it, babe," said Nick. "I will be wearing these gloves for the rest of my life. They are a bargain at three hundred eighty-five dollars!"
         

         
         
         
         
         That was just the beginning. Soon I longed for the days when he had merely been spending $385 on a pair of gloves. As Nick's mood spiraled down into the blackest depression, he began drinking heavily, destroying furniture, fouling our compatibility with cruelties he couldn't take back. Like many women, I can take a hearty string of expletives, but Nick really knew how to go for the jugular. He had a knack for it. I didn't mind the broken fans, the amputated chairs, the shattered glass, the holes in the wall. I minded the hurtful things he said to me.

         
         
         
         
         Perhaps because I am a writer, or perhaps because I mean what I say, I attributed the same intentionality of expression to Nick. I thought that at some level he must have meant the terrible things he said. He reserved the right to retract or dismiss things he had said previously, and that was hard for me. He thought I was a small-minded literalist to put so much weight on the spoken word-typical of a German background, he teased. Whenever I was coldly logical, verbally precise, or mindlessly conformist, he'd do his impression of a Nazi, squaring his shoulders, extending his right hand in stiff salute.

         
         
         
         
         I have no way of knowing if I am an oversensitive princess. Maybe I am. Maybe I should have had the wisdom and the self-esteem to shrug and say, "Sticks and stones, mister!" But since I'm now revealing deeply personal things, I might as well confess the kinds of comments that hurt me the most. Here are five that rankled:

         
         
         
         
         1.  There was no intellectual insight behind my good memory.

         
         
         
         
         2.  There was no creative spark beyond my scholarly vocabulary.

         
         
         
         
         3.  There was no original taste beneath my aesthetic copycatting.

         
         
         
         
         4.  I was fat; I didn't know how to dress myself.

         
         
         
         
         5.  My parents had created a toxic environment of religious judgment, which I had been stupid enough to believe was love.

         
         
         
         
         Over the first five years I gradually convinced myself that remarks like these were a reflection of the bipolarity. Nasty insults would shoot up like geysers, but underneath, I told myself, Nick loved me. He was with me, wasn't he? That meant he loved me, didn't it?

         
         
         
         
         As Nick's depression escalated that winter, my gently irrelevant solution to this problem was to stay out of his way. I began volunteering to work twelve-hour shifts at the law firm, which offered the twin rewards of overtime and cab fare if I worked past 10:00 p.m. I loved this job and its big stiff silence. It was the only job I've ever had in which nothing whatsoever was expected of me. Doing nothing, attracting no attention, achieving a kind of gracious invisibility, were the principal conditions of employment. "The previous receptionist," said Lavinia, my interviewer, "sometimes lacquered her nails at this desk"-she thwapped the gorgeous mahogany desk at which I was to sit-"Ms. Janzen, I trust that you can resist the temptation to lacquer your nails at this desk?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "I can."

         
         
         
         
         "Ms. Janzen, yours will be the first face that clients see. Do you think you can consistently cultivate an image appropriate to this firm?"

         
         
         
         
         "I do."

         
         
         
         
         "We will contact you within forty-eight to seventy-two hours."

         
         
         
         
         Within forty-eight to seventy-two hours, I began my sojourn at Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher and Flom. I smiled a half smile, I murmured a low-pitched hello, I wore pearls, I pinned my hair back in a discreet chignon. For twelve hours I sat at my handsome desk in a skyscraper on Wacker Drive, in a reception area positively austere in its formality. Even the potted plants stood up straight, groomed and smooth. The carpet was thick as a biscuit, and I barely heard the muffled steps of attorneys and their clients, coming and going with due discretion. Twenty-one stories below, the river lay like a dropped ribbon of ice. From the window I could see only gray skies and the tops of other skyscrapers. Sometimes I thought my headset was the only thing keeping me tethered to the world, that without it I'd drift off and up into all that gray.

         
         
         
         
         As a low-level employee, I probably never would have attracted my boss's notice again, but Lavinia learned that I was a grammarian in a doctoral program, and that I could reliably settle the usage disputes that sometimes flared up in the proofers' room. Later she became even more charitable toward me when she realized that I had a background in European languages and could assist international callers. One day she asked me if there was anything she could do to make my work easier. Easier! I asked for a typing tutorial on my computer. The next day it was in place, and in a few weeks I could really spank those keys. Denial tip: when you are trying very hard not to think about your life, consider the select pleasure of typing the same sentence three hundred times in a row, with gathering, clattering speed.

         
         
         
         
         As Nick fell apart, I fell into what felt like a deep-freeze. When I wasn't in the coldly elegant law office, I wanted to be. I thought about it on the train; I thought about it when I was teaching; I thought about it when I paused on the front step of Nick's and my coach house. I'd always stop on that step to take a deep breath, dreading what I would find behind the door. The law office was my safe zone, my precious nullity. Slowly my wardrobe darkened. I wore navy with navy. The chignon tightened. I began to wear hairspray, to like the bite and scrape of bobby pins. Arriving at dawn and departing long past rush hour, I shadowed in and out of my skyscraper, tied but floating, a spectral semblance of what had once existed, like the ghost of Christmas past.

         
         
         
         
         Once I looked up from a soft trance of nothingness to see Lavinia watching me. Her hair was as severely pulled back as mine, and her dark skirt suit invited no approach. She looked positively presidential. Yet she seemed to hesitate a moment before crossing the deep-pile carpet on silent heels. Leaning in slightly over my desk, she asked in a low voice, "Are you okay?"

         
         
         
         
         Ah, I had heard this before. I had already worried that my unhappiness was starting to show on my face, which seemed to be getting bigger and harsher, like a man's portmanteau. "Is my work slipping?"

         
         
         
         
         "No. It's just that-I wondered if-are you sure you're okay-at home?"

         
         
         
         
         My eyes swam with sudden tears, which I promptly blinked back. I told Lavinia that I was fine, and she nodded approvingly and disappeared down the long hall whose doors I had never opened.

         
         
         
         
         At this juncture it would not be unreasonable for you to ask, "Why didn't you just leave, you chowderhead?" This is the logical question of well-adjusted folks everywhere as they contemplate stories about women in abusive relationships. Why didn't she just leave? It takes two to tango, my friend! One guy to dish it out and one dumb bunny to take it! I don't know how other survivors of abusive relationships have answered that question, but answer it they must, if only to themselves. My own answer turns on a profound naïveté, one that reveals a pathetic level of simplicity and underexposure. I didn't leave then because it never occurred to me to leave.
         

         
         
         
         
         The only marriage I had ever seen up close and personal was my parents'. They didn't argue or fight-or, if they did, they certainly didn't do it in front of us kids. I know now that there were a couple of times when my mother almost left my father, but when I was growing up, the idea of divorce seemed as otherworldly as rock and roll, or eating in restaurants. It was something other people did.
         

         
         
         
         
         It wasn't long after Lavinia's discreet query that I broke down and called my sister. Nick had been drinking and offering to kill me and then himself. He always seemed vaguely surprised that I would express no interest in such a proposal. At that time he had never laid a violent hand on me, and I had never been scared that he would. Once, years later in L.A., he did pull over and shove me forcibly out of a car, and once I had to call the cops on him, but not because I was frightened he would hurt me. Still, I'd been pretty shaken by the reckless driving and the cyclone of broken furniture in our tiny rented coach house. He wasn't just breaking one thing anymore, such as a window or a fan; he was taking down whole rooms, complete sets of dishes.

         
         
         
         
         The evening before I called Hannah, my car had broken down in an iffy part of town. The breakdown came after I had worked all morning at my teaching job and all afternoon at the law firm. I'd stopped to pick up some groceries, my car wouldn't turn over, and some guys with bottles in paper bags were hey-babying me. I didn't have towing insurance, and cell phones, given our budget, had not even been an option. When I finally managed to find a pay phone in the parking lot of a seedy convenience store, Nick flatly refused to come get me.

         
         
         
         
         "Deal with it," he said curtly.

         
         
         
         
         "But there are some gross guys drinking out of a paper bag-"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm sure one of them would be delighted to help you."

         
         
         
         
         "For heaven's sake, Nick. We both know you're going to come get me."

         
         
         
         
         "Hear what I'm saying," he said slowly, as if speaking to an imbecile. "I. Don't. Care. What. Happens. To. You. Anymore."

         
         
         
         
         He eventually did come to get me, but his last assertion took hold. It took hold because it was true.

         
         
         
         
         The next day I deliberately drank cup after cup of caffeinated coffee to steel myself while I waited for the clock to hit 11:00 a.m., which was 9:00 a.m. in Sacramento, where Hannah and Phil then lived. It seems curious to me now that in the midst of all that marital drama I never once thought of calling my sister before 9:00 a.m. It was as if I had internalized the protocols that so rigidly govern a law office.

         
         
         
         
         Hannah asked me a series of matter-of-fact questions. She expressed no surprise whatsoever at my husband's indifference or misbehavior, though this was the first time she was hearing about it as anything other than an amusing anecdote.

         
         
         
         
         "Well," she said practically, "we need to get you out of there. That's the first thing. Do you have enough money to fly here?"

         
         
         
         
         "My cat," I said vaguely. "My computer, my books, my clothes."

         
         
         
         
         "Right. Okay. I'm going to send Phil to come get you. He'll fly out the day after tomorrow; that'll give you a chance to close your bank accounts and pack. He'll be there on Friday. Tomorrow you give your notice at the law firm and the conservatory."

         
         
         
         
         "Two weeks' notice," I said helplessly.

         
         
         
         
         "That doesn't matter, honey." Hannah said, all brisk tenderness. "You just tell them you've had a family emergency. Put yourself on autopilot like a big German robot, and go."

         
         
         
         
         And so it was that I drove numbly across the country with my sister's new husband, a man I barely knew, a man who was willing to do this hard thing for a wife he adored. Through snow and ice Phil drove me, a few domestic items strapped in tarps to the roof of my Camry, backseat full of my cat and a pungent litterbox. Poor Phil! He is not fond of cats. What a trooper he was to keep up a steady stream of chatter as this cat, who was not blessed with traveling skills, crapped nervously in the backseat.

         
         
         
         
         God bless that man, and my sister for sending him to me. Phil knew perfectly well how frozen and unhappy I was, but he asked me no probing questions. Instead he told me long exhaustive stories, stories with no finish in sight. One story, about a guy who had sustained a serious hiking injury somewhere beyond the pale of civilization, went on and on, prolix, a story that unwound its details and characters as we drove through Kansas, Colorado, Utah. I think I was still hearing about that guy by the time we got snowed in in Nevada. I've never been so grateful for anything in my life as Phil's extremely detailed account of that man's broken bones and his changed life thereafter.

         
         
         
         
         All that was more than a decade ago. My marriage, too, had a lingering finish. Since the Chicago debacle, Nick and I had gotten back together, split up, gotten back together, split up, reunited, divorced, and remarried. (I'm not saying I'm not an idiot. In fact-let me be clear-I am saying I'm an idiot. But you kinda had to be there. Have I mentioned how charming Nick can be? How persuasive, how penitent?) Our finish was so lingering that when Nick finally left, I was almost relieved at the emphatic turbulence of it, at the finality of Bob and his cock and Gay.com.
         

         
         
         
         
         Subsequent marital turbulence notwithstanding, the week that I spent at the side of my new brother had its own lingering effect. I have forever after invested Phil with a funny dear heroism. What more incontrovertible evidence of love could a woman ask for than to suggest that her man drop whatever he's doing, fly to the Midwest in a February ice storm, and rescue her sad-sack sister from an imbroglio of bad judgment and denial? Even now I marvel at that bedrock of love and loyalty between my sister and Phil.

         
         
         
         
         My own friends often cited Nick's and my relationship as evidence of a marriage that worked, even though he made no secret of his depression, temper, or colorful language. What my friends saw was a cleverly designed wall like the trapeze structure I was expecting to find in Hannah and Phil's vacation photos-fierce yet fun, real but fake. They saw what Nick was always careful to show in public: our camaraderie, our simpatico mind-set, our adroit badinage. We talked alike; we walked fast; we dressed well; we had the same urban gloss. We knew what each other was thinking. This kind of intimacy is tasty in academic circles.

         
         
         
         
         Moreover, so many of my friends would note Nick's effortless style and then complain that their guy wore Humpty-Dumpty pants and/or had been hanging on to the same droopy briefs since 1976. Another thing my friends didn't know was that my own chic wardrobe was a cinematic production directed by my husband. Nick dictated every detail, down to earrings and color/quantity of eyeliner. It's not that I didn't have opinions and tastes of my own. It's just that Nick cared so much more about what I looked like than I did. I had thought I cared a lot. But he cared even more. It was easier in the end to accommodate his preferences.
         

         
         
         
         
         (I'll have my readers know that I have typed the bulk of this manuscript in a hideous red fur robe. Red fur! And I picked it! Sort of. What I mean is, my mother made it, and I'm wearing it. Why, I can't say. But, dammit, it's a tardy assertion of my individuation!)

         
         
         
         
         In spite of Nick's depression, or because of it, he and I managed to achieve a working intimacy. Yet the friends who admired our marriage rarely saw Nick at home, Nick suicidal, Nick raging at the world, Nick slurring from too much vodka. They never saw him pulling apart the petals of an electric fan with his bare hands. (He loves me . . . he loves me not . . .)

         
         
         
         
         The thing is, with Phil and Hannah, everything is real.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nothing says real, see, like five days with a cryogenically twisted sister and a crapping cat.
         

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         On the other hand, nothing said "I'm pushing reality a bit too far" like the framed montage of Phil on the trapeze at Club Med, proudly displayed in Phil and Hannah's stairwell. I had always associated Phil with the dark dignity of suit and briefcase. His political position as councilman somehow rendered his hijinx on the trapeze all the more improbable. When Hannah had described his latest achievement, I had expected something more along the lines of those rocklike indoor climbing structures you see in malls. In the photos Phil was doing things that made me queasy. I had to give it up for any man who would

         
         
         
         
         •   consider the flying trapeze an inviting possibility for recreative memory-making;

         
         
         
         
         •   rise at 6:00 a.m. to practice death-defying jumps, while regular vacationers were starting their day the usual way, with margaritas at 10:00 a.m.;

         
         
         
         
         •   commit himself to permanent visual record in nothing but skintight cobalt spandex pants.

         
         
         
         
         I was smiling at the pictures when Hannah came looking for me.

         
         
         
         
         "Are those the tops of palm trees?" I asked incredulously.

         
         
         
         
         She nodded.

         
         
         
         
         I pointed to a man whose forearms Phil was clasping as he dangled upside-down by his knees. "Who's that guy?"

         
         
         
         
         "That's the trapeze instructor. Raptor."

         
         
         
         
         "Raptor? Boo," I said. "I don't think so. Raptor made that up."

         
         
         
         
         Let me make it clear that while I respect the right of all individuals to reinvent their identities according to the tacit promise of the American Dream, I have nonetheless always found it pretentious when people abandon their birth names, as when a low-level art gallery employee named Maureen gradually begins calling herself Char, or when your sister's college roommate announces that we are no longer to call her by her given name (Sarah Hostetler); instead we are to call her Lettuce. On this topic, I also want to mention that I had a boyfriend in college whose roommate legally changed his name from plain old Billy Smigs to Alistair John William Smythe III. Really. Alistair John William Smythe III, as if the name came with a tweed jacket and a pipe. Of course this effort to procure dignity immediately backfired. Poor Smegma (as his many detractors then called him) was mocked for the rest of his college career. On the other hand, the tightly knit group of feminists surrounding Sarah Hostetler did obligingly agree to call her Lettuce.

         
         
         
         
         "Funny story," Hannah said. "We had breakfast with Raptor on our last day there, and Phil asked him how he had come to get such a plum job at Club Med. Raptor said that about five hundred trapeze artists had shown up for the interview, so he knew that he'd have to come up with something that would make him truly memorable."

         
         
         
         
         "Can you imagine if you were on that hiring committee?" I asked. "You'd have to keep those margaritas coming to get me to sit through five hundred trapeze acts."

         
         
         
         
         "Well, but no. That's not what they did. Raptor walked into a room that had ten or twelve Club Med executives sitting at one long table. They told him that he had two minutes to impress them-'Okay, go,' just like that."

         
         
         
         
         "So what did he do?"

         
         
         
         
         "He imitated a raptor."

         
         
         
         
         "A velociraptor?"
         

         
         
         
         
         Hannah made like a vulture and/or a lizard, cawing and dipping her neck, a passable imitation of one of our American icons, the predacious carnivore from Jurassic Park. "He said that ever since then, they'd called him Raptor."
         

         
         
         
         
         I was willing to admit I'd made a mistake. "Impressive. Bravo for the man recently known as Raptor."

         
         
         
         
         The Club Med's style of interviewing was striking, and I wondered if there were some possibilities here for academia. For every assistant professorship, there are often five hundred qualified applicants. Currently the protocol is to cull the top vitaes, and to solicit dissertation chapters with their accompanying letters of recommendation. We eliminate the obvious duds at the annual Modern Language Association meetings, whose interviews constitute round one. Round two consists of an invitation to three of the most promising scholars for a grueling campus visit in which candidates must strut their stuff in a three-step, two-day interview designed to bring tears to the eyes of the cockiest applicant. First, candidates must present their scholarly research at a question-and-answer forum. They are also required to lecture to a roomful of strange students, engaging them in a dynamic conversation about a literary text they may never have taught before, demonstrating their sophisticated pedagogy in discussion management, all while the hiring committee scribbles notes in the back. Finally, and here's the kicker, candidates attend at least two lunches and two dinners with potential colleagues. At these festive events the members of the hiring department frequently attempt sly yet legal strategies to fish for information about the candidates' marital status and sexual orientation. (Sidebar: Hey! It might be amusing to hand this job to my sister-in-law Staci!)

         
         
         
         
         It seemed to me, though, that Club Med was onto something. Perhaps we needed to rethink those agonizing campus visits. Maybe what we needed instead was to sit back and invite those Ph.D.s to a two-minute demonstration of a memorable skill or behavior. If I personally ever went back on the job market, I could dazzle the hiring committee by draping my own leg around my neck. Revolting, true. Off-topic, sure. But memorable, given the fact that I am forty-three.

         
         
         
         
         I had another question for my sister. "What was Raptor's real name?"

         
         
         
         
         "Stuart."

         
         
         
         
         "He doesn't look like a Stuart."

         
         
         
         
         "Some people don't," said Hannah keenly.

         
         
         
         
         "Phil looks like a Phil," I pointed out.

         
         
         
         
         "I would think twice about dating a guy named Stuart," Hannah admitted.

         
         
         
         
         This seemed reasonable, as the only Stuart I knew liked to wear a long-sleeved aubergine T-shirt that said in pink cursive THIS IS WHAT A FEMINIST LOOKS LIKE. "What other names would you have a hard time dating?"

         
         
         
         
         "Dennis," she said decisively.

         
         
         
         
         "Good one."

         
         
         
         
         Our cousin Dennis collected salt and pepper shakers in the shape of sporty-fresh woodland creatures. Also he displayed them prominently in a custom-built cabinet in his dining room. He had a pair of pert whimsical ceramic skunks that had often figured in our musings on the extended Loewen family.

         
         
         
         
         "You?"

         
         
         
         
         "The obvious answer is Bob," I said. Hannah waved her hand in priestly absolution. "Naturally. Bob would be problematic. As would Nick."

         
         
         
         
         By now we were standing in Hannah's spacious closet. She and I were drinking tea, doing a little holiday cleaning. My motto, like Nick's, was IF YOU HAVEN'T WORN IT IN A YEAR, THROW IT OUT! Hannah interpreted this motto as "If you haven't worn it in a year, put it back in the closet and save it for your nine-year-old daughter's adult years, a mere decade away!"

         
         
         
         
         Considering whether or not we would date nonexistent suitors took us straight through the long wall of jackets and tops. By the time we hit the skirts, we had rejected all of the following hypothetical romantic partners.

         
         
         
         
         • Men named Dwayne or Bruce

         
         
         
         
         • Men who have the high strange laugh of a distant loon

         
         
         
         
         • Men who expect us to put them through grad school and then who as soon as they graduate with their law and/or medical degree demand a divorce and/or embark on a madcap romp through the gay personals

         
         
         
         
         • Men who are so nervous that on the first date they have written down on three-by-five-inch index cards conversational overtures such as "Do you like your classes?" after which these men tuck said cards into the glove compartment, presumably to serve a function of social lubricity later in the date; but because your legs are so long, they accidentally knock open the glove compartment, scattering the index cards over the car mat, where you can't help but read them, appalled

         
         
         
         
         • Men who are easily fifty-five years old when you are eighteen, which is just plain creepy, especially coupled with the fact that these fifty-five-year-old men are in attendance four out of five nights at the restaurant where you are hostessing
         

         
         
         
         
         • Men who hang out in bars and/or lounges called the Pepper-mill, Beethoven's, Nibblers, Parrots, and Crackers; and although your sister informs you that the place you misremembered as Parrots was really named Crackers, Parrots is a bad title nonetheless, and if this restaurant exists somewhere in America's heartland, as it surely must, then you categorically refuse to date any man who darkens its doubtless faux teak doors

         
         
         
         
         • Men with a certain dance move involving a single knee, repeatedly raised, and a sidebar finger-snap, not unlike the character of Betty or Veronica in the high heyday of Archie cartoons, with said dance move not appearing to be retro but rather serious there on the dance floor at Crackers, with the Schmitter also shakin' his thang, but a little less goofily, trying to impress your sister who has flown in from Florida for Thanksgiving, and both guys obviously congratulating themselves that they have scored a date with blonde sisters.

         
         
         
         
         "Our dating history would make my friend Carla cry," I said. "She thinks I'm too choosy when it comes to men. I'll tell you what takes the cake, though," I said. "This happened to Lola before she moved to Italy. She was living in San Francisco after her divorce, and she met this guy she was on the fence about, but he kept talking about his cooking. He said he wanted to make her a gourmet meal."

         
         
         
         
         "So? What's wrong with that?" Like me, Hannah perks up when a man can cook. "What's wrong with this skirt?" Hannah peered at her rear reflection over her shoulder. "Does it make my ass look like a party tray?"

         
         
         
         
         "A little," I said. "Lola was house-sitting a friend's condo, and this guy shows up with a grocery bag full of cool ranch chips, a jar of Prego, and a thing of prefab dried spaghetti. Correct me if I'm wrong," I said, folding the rejected skirt, "but if a man is teetering on the brink, a bag of cool ranch chips is gonna seal his doom forever."

         
         
         
         
         "What is cool ranch-I've seen those flavors on Allie's field trips."

         
         
         
         
         The previous night we had imbibed a fair amount of wine under the auspices of learning how to talk like wine snobs. Now I couldn't resist showing off my new skills. "Some kind of corn chip with artificial flavoring. I believe it shows with a Velveeta topnote and a bracing character of radish, which then gives way to a powdery suggestion of sour-cream-'n'-chive, ultimately yielding a powerfully robust beer-belch finish."

         
         
         
         
         "Sicko," said Hannah, standing in her underwear with her hands on her hips.

         
         
         
         
         "Hey, I'm not the one who brought the cool ranch appetizer. So Lola said that during dinner it became painfully clear that there was no chemistry whatsoever. This guy excuses himself after dinner, and she thinks that he's just gone to the bathroom."
         

         
         
         
         
         "And who wouldn't have to go to the bathroom after a bag of chips? Poor guy, he was probably gassy for days. Zip this up."

         
         
         
         
         "Well," I said, obediently zipping, "the guy remains gone for a curiously long time. Finally she gets worried, so she goes to tap on the bathroom door. But the bathroom door is open. He's not in the bathroom."

         
         
         
         
         "This story is starting to creep me out," said Hannah.

         
         
         
         
         "Lola goes into the only place she hasn't checked, the bedroom. And there's the guy, stretched out on the bed, completely naked-"

         
         
         
         
         "Ew!!"

         
         
         
         
         "And he has posed himself like some kind of centerfold gone horribly wrong-"

         
         
         
         
         "Unbelievable!"

         
         
         
         
         "And here's the punch line: he has an indescribably tiny erection. That he's proud of!"

         
         
         
         
         "A peenie!"

         
         
         
         
         "A teeny weenie peenie," I affirmed. "Lola said it was the smallest thing she'd ever seen, like a fuzzy caterpillar."

         
         
         
         
         "What'd she do?"

         
         
         
         
         "She just stood there, amazed and horrified in the doorway of the room. But suddenly a flock of ducks flew up from the water feature in the gated community outside the bedroom's sliding glass door. The ducks began quacking up a storm as if in response to the guy's wee genital salute. Poor Lola couldn't help bursting into laughter. And she burst into laughter all over again when she told me the story, twenty years later," I added, "so it must have been pretty damn funny."

         
         
         
         
         "Funny, yes, but tragic too. A man's not to be blamed for his genital deficiency. However, he has complete control over the appetizer. Amazing that Lola had the chutzpah to laugh to his face. I wouldn't have, no matter how much he deserved it."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Me neither. Remember Mr. Epp?"

         
         
         
         
         "Who? Does this dress look timeless or church-lady?"

         
         
         
         
         "Church-lady. Easter church-lady. That neckline is just beggin' for a choir robe." I hummed a few bars of an Easter cantata that the Butler Mennonite Brethren Church had often presented on Palm Sunday.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hannah looked confused for a second until she placed the tune: "Paid in Full." Then she ignored my advice and put the church-lady dress back on the hanger. "I'll wear this to look in on Phil's mother. You were saying?"

         
         
         
         
         "Mr. Epp was a guy I dated."

         
         
         
         
         "Mister? Why are you calling him Mister?"

         
         
         
         
         "I can't remember his first name."

         
         
         
         
         "That's a little weird." Hannah frowned. "So what about this Mr. Epp?"

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe I never mentioned him to you. I agreed to go out with him on the strength of a single pick-up line. This was in Kansas years and years ago, when Dad was teaching for a semester at the Mennonite college in Hillsboro. You were away at college, and I had flown in for a visit. I got direction-turned coming out of the college gym. So I'm standing there on the step for a second, trying to get my bearings. A guy pauses and says, 'Can I help you?' And I say, 'Yes, can you tell me where I am?' And he smiles a slow simmering smile and says, 'You're in Kansas, Dorothy.' I thought that was cute enough to go out with him."

         
         
         
         
         "That's pretty cute," Hannah admitted. "It ain't no bag of cool ranch chips. But I take it that your Mr. Epp was not consistently cute?"

         
         
         
         
         "No. It turned out that the Kansas line was the high point. It was all downhill from there. He was one of those guys who get maudlin after two beers. Mr. Epp was driving me home through some rural wheat fields. It felt very rural. And guess what he starts waxing sentimental about?"

         
         
         
         
         "His peenie?"

         
         
         
         
         "Close. Losing his virginity."
         

         
         
         
         
         "But why?" Hannah asked blankly. "Why would any man talk about such a thing on a first date?"

         
         
         
         
         I shrugged. "Why are there cool ranch chips in the world? It's a question for the philosophers, like the ongoing presence of evil. All I know is that Mr. Epp made a big wet confession of it, in a voice all sloppy with emotion: 'It was in a field like this, under a moon like this, that that little thing called Virginity was lost . . .'"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Faugh," said Hannah, grimacing. "Did you kiss him goodnight?"

         
         
         
         
         "I most certainly did not," I said, indignant. "I have some standards. I gave him my hand to shake."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Did he shake it?"

         
         
         
         
         "No." I grinned, knowing how this would gross her out: "He kissed it."

         
         
         
         
         She made inelegant gagging noises.

         
         
         
         
         "Some women like that kind of faux medieval gallantry," I observed.

         
         
         
         
         "Some women like a cool ranch flavor too, but that doesn't make it right. Pour me more tea," she ordered, queenly.

         
         
         
         
         "Gladly." Continuing to show off my witty wine-tasting know-how, I declared, "This tea shows with a devil-may-care dash of cinnamon and a lusty topnote of Darjeeling, with a protracted but bold finish, as if eager to post pictures of its cock on Gay.com, using its wife's computer."

         
         
         
         
         More women should have two comfy chairs and a tea table in their closet. We settled down for a break in the arduous process of making pronouncements on the currency, fit, and fabric of the many items in Hannah's wardrobe.

         
         
         
         
         "Well," said Hannah late in the afternoon, folding the last of the garments for Goodwill, "I'm going to have a whole lot more room in my closet."

         
         
         
         
         I nodded. "You got that right. It's all about being able to let go of the past."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         SIX
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            What the Soldier Made

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Although the thermos was invented in 1892 by Sir James Dewar and fully operational forty-five years before my mother's childhood, in 1942 her schoolmates never brought anything to drink. To my mother's one-room Mennonite schoolhouse, the idea of a perpetually hot beverage would have seemed futuristic and otherworldly, even if the Mennonites could have kept abreast of important cultural innovations such as the thermos. When Mennonite children were thirsty, they drank out of a bucket of water, from a long-handled Schleif. The bucket was drawn up on a rope from a well in the schoolhouse yard.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Once there was a dead rat in the well," my mother told me conversationally over breakfast. I had been in the act of raising a spoonful of homemade granola to my lips. "My brother Franz brought the dead rat up in the water bucket."

         
         
         
         
         I set my granola down. "What'd he do with it?"

         
         
         
         
         "Some of the boys buried it in the woods. It stank something awful-that sickish-sweet smell of decaying flesh, ugh. And, oh, did it ever make the water rank! We had to drink with our noses pinched shut, like this."

         
         
         
         
         "Lemme get this straight," I said. "You drank the rat water anyway?"

         
         
         
         
         "We were thirsty," she explained. "But we never got the plague!"

         
         
         
         
         Until that moment my father, who was gravely buttering toast, had not participated in the conversation. Now he made a contribution: "In my school, we did not drink from a communal Schleif. I brought milk in a jar."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Gross," I said. "Warm milk in a jar?"

         
         
         
         
         "It was cool milk. The milk stayed cool."

         
         
         
         
         "How could the milk have stayed cool? I thought you didn't have a refrigerator."

         
         
         
         
         "We did not have an icebox. If we wanted to cool something off, we'd pour it into a jar, screw the lid on tight, tie twine around the jar, and lower it down into the well forty or fifty feet. It stayed cool down there."

         
         
         
         
         "Were you embarrassed to bring a jar of milk in your lunch?"

         
         
         
         
         "Nothing embarrassing in that! Why should I have been embarrassed about milk in my lunch? "

         
         
         
         
         "What kinds of lunches did your mothers pack for you?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Lard sandwiches," said my mother. "I didn't like it when the lard looked pink. But it tasted okay with salt. Salt brings out the flavor of lard."

         
         
         
         
         "Peanut butter sandwiches," said my father. "Every day, two peanut butter sandwiches. Occasionally, for a treat, there was a sardine sandwich."

         
         
         
         
         "And you're telling me that a sardine sandwich was not embarrassing?"

         
         
         
         
         "Lard was embarrassing," said my mother.

         
         
         
         
         "That's a given," I agreed. "But sardines?"

         
         
         
         
         "No, I was proud of the sardines. They were delicious," Dad answered reminiscently. "Why don't we ever have sardines?" he asked my mother. "I even gave my friends a taste of my sardine sandwiches. There was a young fellow, name of Fritz Vanderkamp, and we used to tease him about his strange lunches. His mother would send along an unusual sandwich. It was bread on top"-he began chuckling at the memory-"and a pancake on the bottom. He would eat it like this." Dad cupped his hands furtively around an imaginary half-pancake sandwich, hiding it from prying eyes.

         
         
         
         
         Mom and I laughed heartily, as much at my father's merriment as at the partial pancake sandwich. Ah, does it ever change, the Sturm und Drang of embarrassing lunches? My heart went out to poor humiliated Fritz Vanderkamp, who may or may not still be alive. If he is, I hope that he can now contemplate a pancake without shame.

         
         
         
         
         Hannah and I have often thought that it would be pleasurable to revisit the very Mennonite foods that used to shame us as we tried to conceal them in the cafeterias of our youth. After considerable reflection, we came up with a list of Shame-Based Foods, which I urge the reader to imagine tucked into Shame-Based Lunchpails, dooming the transporter whereof to social ostracism at Easterby Elementary School. Well, but wait. That is not quite true. Hannah says that by the time she reached her third or fourth lunchpail, our mother had accidentally purchased for her a nonembarrassing Holly Hobbie lunchbox. Knowing that this serendipitous outcome would, like Halley's comet, occur once every seventy-six years, Hannah clung to her Holly Hobbie lunchbox well into junior high.
         

         
         
         
         
         I had blazed the trail with long-suffering complaints about my own lunchpail. Most children at Easterby Elementary School carried brightly patterned tin boxes, Aquaman and Underdog and so on. The lunchbox that would have set my metaphoric pants on fire was Josie and the Pussycats. It is extremely unlikely that a Josie and the Pussycats lunchbox could have rescued me from the pit of uncoolness into which I had already sunk, but at age eight I begged to differ. I figured that Josie and the Pussycats would magically make up for the knee-length homemade skirts or the blonde tails braided with neurotic precision, like Heidi on crack.
         

         
         
         
         
         However, Mennonite circumstances beyond my control required me to carry a mature navy vinyl bag on a long strap. It was obviously designed for adults, and I have since wondered if it wasn't a diaper bag. (There was a family precedent: for picnics and the rare Disneyland outing, my mother loaded up a plump gray diaper bag with moist tuna sandwiches.) The memory of my mature navy diaper bag goes a long way toward explaining my interest in Prada today.

         
         
         
         
         Our mother wrapped most luncheon foodstuffs in gently used-nay, preowned-wax paper. She eschewed the plastic sandwich bag on grounds of cost. When we complained that the other kids made fun of us, the cheerful parental rejoinder was "When the seventeen of us were your age, my mother packed our sandwiches into two tin Roger's Golden Syrup buckets! At least you have wax paper!"

         
         
         
         
         So here, in order of least to most embarrassing, are the top five Shame-Based Foods for Mennonite youth lunches:

         
         
         
         
         5.Warmer Kartoffelsalat (Hot Potato Salad)
         

         
         
         
         
         This tangy potato salad, although delicious, had two significant strikes against it. The first strike was that it had cooled and congealed by the time we opened our Shame-Based Margarine Containers to eat it. The second strike, and this was somehow more critical, was that we were unable to consume Warmer Kartoffelsalat without thinking of our mother's merry little ditty:
         

         
         
         
         
         Auf den Hügel

         
         
         da steht ein Soldat.

         
         
         Er macht in den Hosen

         
         
         Kartoffelsalat!

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         (On the hillside

         
         
         stood a soldier.

         
         
         In his pants he made

         
         
         potato salad!)

         
         
         
         
         The reader might well inquire why a pacifist Mennonite family was singing songs about soldiers. Further, and perhaps this is more pressing, the reader might justly inquire why this soldier was making potato salad in his pants. Hannah and I certainly discussed it at length as we compiled our list of Shame-Based Foods. Hannah thought she remembered other verses that suggested that perhaps the soldier had seen a bear; maybe the poor fellow was a-feared, thus soiling himself. So I called my mother from Bend, Oregon, to ask why the soldier had lost control of his bowels. Was he ill? Was he traumatized? Did he have regrets? My mother disclaimed all causal knowledge. "It's just a little soldier standing on a hill making potato salad in his pants," she explained. "Does there have to be more?"

         
         
         
         
         "Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "You're not going to put the Kartoffelsalat into your book, are you?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "It is my opinion that the Kartoffelsalat deserves a wider audience. Hide it under a bush, oh no! I'm gonna let it shine! Maybe I'll use it for my epigraph."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Okay," she said, resigned. "But I want to make it clear that I didn't write it. I just quoted it."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Duly noted," I said.

         
         
         
         
         That night as I prepared for bed, I intoned "Auf den Hügel da steht ein Soldat" like a mantra. It was oddly soothing. I found that when uttered out loud, at night, as I brushed my teeth at the sink, the soldier poem assumed the clarity of a haiku, a lucid distillation of the world's mystery. After I had said it five or six times, it began to gather the heft of an orphic utterance, like the prophecies of Nostradamus at his brass bowl in 1555. This soldier may be someone we know right now, and he may have already begun the hillside ascent. He shall rise. He shall stand. And his bowels shall move. It's just a matter of time. Who knows why the soldier stands and craps his pants? Not I. Not you. Certainly not he. What can we say but that we like this soldier's attitude? This is one enlightened soldier. See him shrug with gentlemanly insouciance there on the hilltop, as if to say, Eh! My pants may be full, but my heart is warm!
         

         
         
         
         
         4. Damp Persimmon Cookies with a Raisin-Walnut Motif

         
         
         
         
         In recent decades our mother has often understandably boasted that she never gave any of us the grail-like supermarket snacks that glowed in the unattainable lunches of our peers: Ho-Hos, Twinkies, Ding Dongs, Little Debbie pudding-filled pies, crackers and Cheez Whiz in cunning sealed packages. There was one snack that looked deliciously intriguing, but I never did get the opportunity to try it, and now I feel the thrill window has closed. The treat in question was a stiff plastic finger containing four orangey-cheesy crackers and a square dab of hydrogenated sugary peanut butter. Cheese-'n'-peanut butter-what's not to love? I used to long to trade for one of those packets. But trading wasn't an option. I had nothing the other kids wanted.

         
         
         
         
         Everything that went into our mouths was homemade and chemical-free. However, the Shame-Based Lunches' putative nutritional strength was a distant consideration from our mother's number one criterion in preparing school lunches. This was cost. My mother thriftily made persimmon cookies from the bruised culls sold half-off at the Japanese fruit stand. The cookies, spicy and moist and possibly succulent to adults, were the ultimate anticookie to us children, we who pined for store-bought treats.

         
         
         
         
         3.Platz

         
         
         
         
         Platz consists of a kneaded egg dough topped with sweetened fruit, in this case the stunted, picked-at-by-birds cherry-plums from the backyard. Hannah and I executed a triple responsibility with regard to the cherry-plums: we had to pick them, pit them, and then prepare the Platz topping-three labor-intensive steps to produce a result of which we wanted no part. We did not like Platz for the same reasons that we objected to the moist persimmon cookies, but adding to our general disfavor was the fact that when unwrapped from preowned wax paper, Platz emitted an embarrassing yeasty odor that made the other kids glance at us headlong and scoot away. This yeast smell was the product of the Platz's final layer, a sandy-crumbed streusel, sticky as well as odorous.
         

         
         
         
         
         2. The Cotletten-and-Ketchup Sandwich
         

         
         
         
         
         As the penultimately embarrassing Shame-Based Food, Cotletten were bad enough served hot in a cream gravy besprinkled with minced onion. Cotletten are Mennonite meatballs. What makes them Mennonite is the addition of many, many saltine crackers, bagged in a preowned plastic bread wrapper and decimated with a rolling pin. If you add an entire carton of saltines to two pounds of fatty ground beef, throw in an egg or two and some condensed milk to moisten the whole, you will have enough meatballs for a week's worth of appetizing cold lunches. Cold Cotletten are hard to describe. Each pungent saltball assumes a jellied viscosity, heavy as a puck. The addition of ketchup is an intriguing choice. It gives homemade bread a moist pink pliancy, not unlike damp Kleenex.
         

         
         
         
         
         1. Borscht

         
         
         
         
         There was really no contest here. Honors for Most Embarrassing Shame-Based Food went hands-down to Borscht, which is the hearty winter soup of the Russian steppes. Our people borrowed it from the Russians during the long Mennonite occupation of Ukraine. Borscht has a distinctive ruby color, a stain to anything it touches. This distinctive color comes from beets. The soup also has a distinctive smell, a noxious blast of savage fart. This fart smell comes from cabbage. As if that isn't appetizing enough, Borscht is served with vinegar and a dollop of sour cream. The vinegar curdles the cream so that the whole thing looks and smells like milk gone bad. Yet there is more. The bottom note, the lingering afterwhiff, presents with an intensity reminiscent of our friend the soldier's lumpy Hosen.
         

         
         
         
         
         Borscht is the Mennonite catnip. It makes our eyes roll back in our head a little. If you meet someone who has a Mennonite name, let's say the new research librarian at your college, the encounter might go like this:

         
         
         
         
         YOU. So you're a Wiebe! May I ask if you're Mennonite?

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         MR. WIEBE. Yes, on my father's side. We're the Wiebes in Manitoba. I knew some Mennonite Janzens when I went to school in Minnesota. Are those your folks?

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         YOU. No, mine come from Ukraine via Ontario. I'll have to have you and your wife over for some Borscht sometime.

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         MR. WIEBE, trembling. Borscht? Really?
         

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         YOU, modestly. Oh, I can get the ole kettle boiling!
         

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         MR. WIEBE, salivating now, with a wild look in his eye. Do you make the kind with beets in it?
         

         
         
         
         
         It's important to note that at some point in the last century, Mennonite hausfraus began to substitute Campbell's Tomato Soup for beets. But we purists still prefer the beets. It's the difference between Cracker Barrel and a nice Vermont cheddar. What I'm saying is, there's a place in Mennonite hearts for unlovable foods: beets, braised cabbage, lard. We even do a whimsical little thing with headcheese.

         
         
         
         
         In every company there's always someone who blasts the copy room with microwave lunches. I'm not talking about Jenny Craig. I'm talking about the stygian stink of something that makes your gorge rise, for instance, a leftover seafood chermoula. The smell perfuses the copy room, which is where, as we all know, companies like to keep the microwave. Lord knows nobody wants to be the guy whose lunches make people pinch their nostrils shut. But there's a guy like that in every crowd. You may recognize him. He's the passenger who unleashes an early morning saucy wet burrito as soon as your aircraft takes off from Newark, and who, just as you think it can't get any worse, bites the head off a pungent pouch of hot-sauce. Olé!
         

         
         
         
         
         I turned out to be a variation of that guy. I don't know how it happened, but I grew up to be the gross professor who brownbags a leftover container of cabbage soup, which I heat up at 11:00 a.m., just before other people are ready to smell hot food. My colleagues, mature midlife scholars, are too tactful to make outright gagging noises, but they sure don't come knockin' when that Borscht starts a-rockin'.

         
         
         
         
         Don't get me wrong; it's good soup. As an adult I have even sometimes served it to guests as a kind of novelty, though I naturally don't mention the vinegar thing. People do like Borscht. They regularly have seconds. (On a side note, Borscht is mighty useful as a weight-loss staple, given its low-carb cabbage goodness. I encourage my readers to communicate this information to the diet guru Suzanne Somers. Borscht is my gift to her. I give it freely.)

         
         
         
         
         But Borscht is not what you want to tuck into your child's lunch. Trust me. Complications attach to cold Borscht. Back when I was a child, with what was no doubt our limited technology, the chief function of the thermos was to transport liquid, not to retain heat. The Borscht thermos therefore became a time bomb of toxic stink, an odor so scurrilous it could clear a room. I am also willing to consider the possibility that it was only our thermoses, Aaron's and Caleb's and Hannah's and mine, that did not retain heat. My own thermos never matched my diaper bag, so who knows where my mother found it?

         
         
         
         

         

         
         
         
         As midlife foodies, Hannah and I formed a plan to make Mennonite foods less embarrassing, more appetizing. We even toyed with the idea of writing our own cookbook. The challenge would be both gustatory and aesthetic. For instance, what could you do to make a boiled hoop-cheese dumpling more fashion-forward, particularly when the white dumpling wears the telltale Mennonite vest of cream gravy? This slightly sour dumpling, called Verenike by our people, is unsurpassed in deliciousness, but I am ready to admit that it would not cut it with the ladies who lunch. It has an albescent quality similar to the Mennonite ladies who prepare it. As a people, we are pale as pork chops, flavored by centuries of inbreeding and shame.
         

         
         
         
         
         Alas, Mennonite cuisine is not what I would call imaginative. At the local farmers' market in my little town, I sometimes see a booth run by Old Order Mennonites, whose women wear head coverings and long modest dresses. The last time I saw the Mennonites I asked them if they had any tiny new red potatoes. The two young women tending the booth looked at each other and tried not to smile. They obviously found my request inexplicable. There were regular-sized potatoes aplenty, right there in front of me. Why on earth would I want tiny runtling potatoes when I could have the big boys? I could see over the young women's shoulders to a basket on the back counter, and in that basket I spied what I was after: marble-sized potatoes, fresh as spring. "How about those?" I asked, pointing.

         
         
         
         
         "Those? You want those?" The young woman could hardly contain her amazement. "Those are the culls. We're throwing them away."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Can I buy them?"

         
         
         
         
         "Okay. Fifty cents."

         
         
         
         
         The young women giggled as I walked away.

         
         
         
         
         But I should have given the Mennonites-and my frugal mother-more credit. Long ago when I was studying in France, I signed up to take a cooking class. This wasn't a course at Gastronomicom or L'École Internationale de Pâtisserie; it was just a course offered by a three-star chef. I was surprised, almost miffed, by the fact that there weren't terribly many surprises, beyond the secrets of cooking with wine. Why, we were learning things I already knew how to do! I felt sheepish, like Dorothy when she realizes that she's been wearing the ruby slippers all along. I already knew, for instance, how to make velvety sauces, how to cook a nice cut of meat to any degree of doneness, how to set a tart perfectly and plumply in its pan. It can't be that easy, I thought in dismay; there has to be a special kind of cosmopolite knowledge that, once learned, will change me forever.

         
         
         
         
         When I came back to the United States, I gave my first sit-down dinner party for ten, planning a decisively L.A. menu of scallops with three-tomato relish and tomatillo vinaigrette. My guests were industry hipsters, non-Mennonites all, people to whom current culinary trends meant something. It was a debut of sorts, and I was nervous. Would my guests taste my turnip potato gratiné and know me for a poseur and a fraud? Would they intuit that I had trained on brown gravy and homemade applesauce?

         
         
         
         
         The dinner went off without a hitch. I even received two requests for the recipe for my lemon tart with raspberry coulis. That night as I cleaned up after the party, I experienced one of those serene Browning moments: "God's in his heaven, all's right with the world!" Finally, the weight of my Mennonite past no longer seemed an insupportable handicap. In fact, with respect to cooking, I was downright glad I had been given the secret Menno starter kit. Without it I could have never been so confident as I simultaneously freshened the appetizers, served the meal, and enjoyed the company of my dinner guests.

         
         
         
         
         Yet it never struck me that I might come out of the Mennonite Closet of Shame foodwise until five or six years ago. I'd spent the last twenty years cooking more or less seriously, learning from Hannah, avidly reading and experimenting with piquant elegancies. Every April my department colleagues throw a banquet for our graduating English majors. Each professor brings a dish. The event lies somewhere between a potluck and an upscale dining experience, as several of my colleagues are excellent cooks. On this occasion I had signed up for an entrée, but a busy schedule had gotten the best of me, and suddenly it was Saturday. Nick said, "Who cares what you bring? Just take something out of the freezer. They're college kids. They'll eat cardboard."

         
         
         
         
         True enough. As a professor, I see firsthand the horrifying things that undergraduates cheerfully consume, from Pop-Tarts to pork rinds. But I thought that our majors deserved something special, something elegant, for this dinner to celebrate their milestone achievement. Alas, there wasn't time for something elegant. So I took out a big pan of frozen Hollapse (pronounced HollapSAY).
         

         
         
         
         
         Hollapse represents one of the many Mennonite destinations for cabbage. The cabbage is subjected to a Mennonite trifecta of boiling, browning, and baking. Each cabbage leaf is pulled steaming from the head, and it rests like a hammock in the hand. The leaf is then filled with a seasoned meat-and-rice mixture, rounded and shaped, braised and simmered. Each little bundle is secured with a toothpick and put to bed in a tomatoey sauce. The toothpick is hard to detect and might surprise the eater. So might the first whiff of the savage cabbage smell. But Hollapse is what I had on hand, and Hollapse is what I brought to the department function.
         

         
         
         
         
         I know that I cannot take it as a compliment that the seniors polished off an enormous kettle of Hollapse in record time, because it is true that they would have eaten anything with gusto. But something changed when my student Ricky sat down beside me. He had excused himself to go back for seconds, and now he brought back a plate with three more Hollapse stacked up like an Egyptian pyramid. He had ladled a veritable Nile of sauce over the whole. "Dude," he said, "I don't know what these fuckers are, but they're amazing!"
         

         
         
         
         
         Since then I have increasingly drawn Mennonite recipes into my cooking. I no longer see Mennonite cookery as the madwoman in the attic, the embarrassing relative who must be kept away from the party at all costs. My Mennonite dishes have been getting bolder, sneaking down to elegant tables, quietly presenting themselves before senators and producers and architects. So what if I mix the food of shame with the fruit of knowledge? In the Genesis account of Adam and Eve in the Garden, shame comes inevitably with knowledge. Knowledge actually causes shame. Remember when Adam and Eve taste the fatal fruit, only to realize their nakedness? And they reach for fig leaves to cover their naughty bits, thereby beginning a long trajectory of genital embarrassment? That story would end differently if it were up to me. I'd have Eve taste the fruit all right, and also give it to Adam, because who doesn't enjoy feeding the man she loves? Maybe the fig leaf could stay too, since cooks do need aprons after all. But in my version, Eve wouldn't run away and hide. She'd invite God to sit down and take a load off. "I've made a flavorful little Apfelstrudel," she'd say. "Try some."
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         SEVEN
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            The Big Job

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Hannah and Phil and I went to a karaoke party that had been offered up for bid at an auction. The hosts had purchased it for six thousand dollars, a sum that included all the bells and whistles of the lounge karaoke: lights, mikes, backups, optional air guitar, mariachi shakers. After the host had broken the ice with an upbeat but mediocre rendition of "New York, New York," the guests, mostly midlife affluent professionals, applauded his bravery. Yet they evinced no willingness to sing show tunes in front of their business acquaintances and peers.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then a very tiny white-haired woman drifted to the front of the room. Her name was Olive, and she was eighty-five. Olive was Phil's colleague's wife's mother. Olive's progress toward the mike was slow and peripatetic, but she finally got there. She serenely waited for a young man to lower the mike for her, and then she commenced, in a quavery old-lady voice, the familiar tune of "You Are My Sunshine." Every banker, socialite, decorator, and developer at that party surged into the room, martinis sloshing. Olive's voice wobbled delicately under the loud accompaniment, but we could hear her. Then a strange thing happened.

         
         
         
         
         On the chorus everybody joined in, as if by prearrangement. And they sang with gusto. People were waving their lighters. The folks standing in the back clasped their arms about each other's waists and swayed, as in old-time movies. I had never seen anything like it. Powerful was the applause for Olive, who was the undisputed star of the evening. Hannah later managed a short conversation with Olive, who told her that her one regret was that the karaoke machine hadn't offered her the selection she would have preferred to sing: "Brighten the Corner Where You Are."

         
         
         
         
         Olive's revelation naturally led us to speculate about what our mother might have sung had she been in attendance. We imagined our mother getting up there with perfect aplomb to sing one of the songs she had taught us years ago in Pioneer Girls.

         
         
         
         
         Mein hand on myself

         
         
         Und vas ist das hier?

         
         
         Das ist mein Tinkerboxer,

         
         
         mein Mama dear!

         
         
         
         
         (pointing to various body parts)

         
         
         
         
         Tinkerboxer! Hornblower! Meatgrinder!

         
         
         Rubbernecker! Breadbasket! Hitchhiker!

         
         
         Sitter-downer! Seat-kicker! Ja ja ja ja-

         
         
         Dat's vat I learned in der Schul, ja, ja!

         
         
         
         
         Part of the charm of this piece was that you had to sing it in a hearty German accent, which I'm here to tell you a roomful of helpless little girls will indeed do when they have no other choice.

         
         
         
         
         I called my mother in California to make sure that Hannah and I were accurately remembering the various body parts in the Hornblower song. Mom was only too glad to sing all the verses over the phone. Then she giggled over how Hans, Deena and Aaron's five-year-old, had asked her for a second piece of chocolate dump cake. "That's how he says bundt," she told me artlessly.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I foresee that we'll never refer to your bundt cake again by its proper name."

         
         
         
         
         "Guess what I did today?"

         
         
         
         
         "What?"

         
         
         
         
         "I toilet-trained Hans!"

         
         
         
         
         "Isn't Hans a little old to be working on that?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, he can urinate just fine!" exclaimed my mother, always upbeat. "But the silly guy has had the idea that he needs to do his Big Job in a diaper at night."

         
         
         
         
         You can tell a lot about a person's family of origin by examining the elimination vocabulary of the parents. When we were growing up, our mother favored the term Big Job (the capital letters are a thing of mine own) to refer to any and all bowel movements. The only exceptions she made were for nonhuman entities, as when a bird dumped on the patio directly in front of where she and I were playing Scrabble, and she would exclaim, "Oh, look at that! That bird did an oompa!" Oompa was for the birds. Big Job was for the home. Indeed the latter sobriquet accurately reflected our household's premium on hard work, where even natural functions were framed in terms of practical industry and achievement. Come to think about it, Big Job captured the very essence of what it means to be Mennonite. Until that very moment I had forgotten the term Big Job.
         

         
         
         
         
         I said suspiciously into the phone, "Are you eating something right at this very moment? While you're telling me about Hans's Big Job?"

         
         
         
         
         "It's a piece of cherry-plum Platz," she confessed. "Deena was just letting Hans do his Big Job in the diaper at night! I thought it was high time he moved past that! He's five years old!"
         

         
         
         
         
         I thought it was high time he moved past it, too. But there was more. I waited patiently while my mother chewed and swallowed the rest of her Platz.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Guess what Deena has been doing to try and get him to go on the toilet."

         
         
         
         
         "You've got me stumped," I said. "What?"

         
         
         
         
         "She's been cutting a hole in his diaper! She's been telling him to sit on the toilet and do his Big Job through the hole in his diaper!"

         
         
         
         
         "Nice visual, Mom. I take it you somehow showed Hans the error of his ways?"

         
         
         
         
         "I did," she said joyfully. "Now Hans is doing his Big Job like a grown-up!"

         
         
         
         
         "Congratulations on this important toilet intervention," I said. "I hope Deena appreciates what a fine job you've done. What a fine Big Job. May I suggest offering her a piece of chocolate dump cake as you tell her the news?"

         
         
         
         
         Fortunately, neither Hannah nor I could recall the pleasure of having been toilet-trained with Mom at the helm. My report on Hans's toilet-training lesson reminded Hannah of the time Mom had taught her to brush her teeth, and Hannah had somehow understood that dental hygiene was a goal she should pursue exclusively on Sundays. "In kindergarten they told us to brush our teeth every day," Hannah explained, "but when Mom said that the body was God's temple, I figured that since we went to church only on Sundays, that's when we should brush our teeth. I was really worried about the mixed signals I was getting."

         
         
         
         
         "Why didn't you just ask Mom? Were you that shy?"

         
         
         
         
         "It wasn't so much an issue of being shy as not wanting to challenge authority," she said.

         
         
         
         
         "Thank you!" I exclaimed. "What is it about being Mennonite that teaches little girls not to challenge authority? We all grow up so obedient, we'll do anything rather than rock the boat."

         
         
         
         
         I told my sister about the first time I became conscious that an adult could make a bad decision. Before my year in Mrs. Eplett's sixth-grade class, I had assumed that teachers, like all authority figures, were equally competent to teach me whatever it was I needed to learn. So did my friend Lola, who was also in the same class thirty-four years ago. She remembers the event much as I do.

         
         
         
         
         We both remember Mrs. Eplett's fierce red wig, which often slipped forward a little, like Paul Revere's as he rode his horse ventre à terre in our history book. Mrs. Eplett, a spanker, favored a position over the lap, like a baby. We were terrified of her. Now she was sitting cozily on top of a desk at the front of the room, and she leaned forward as if confiding a secret. "Let's all pledge to keep this discussion strictly confidential," she urged. We nodded, solemn. She waited a beat for effect, and it was so quiet you could hear the portentous click of the clock's second hand. "It is at all times important to face facts," she said. "And here is a fact. Are you ready to face this fact?"
         

         
         
         
         
         We were ready.

         
         
         
         
         "We have something to discuss about Milla. We need to do this now, while she is absent. Sometimes Milla offends." Mrs. Eplett made a fanning motion at armpit level.

         
         
         
         
         We nodded again. How true. This was serious.

         
         
         
         
         "People don't know when they smell bad. It's often not their fault. And Milla's parents weren't born in America, so they have Different Customs. Do you remember when Milla brought that box of garlic snails for us to try?"
         

         
         
         
         
         We remembered, shuddering.

         
         
         
         
         "Well, Milla's mother cooks with garlic. I might not like it. You might not like it. But class: some people like it. And garlic has a heavy odor that gets into your perspiration. That's what we're smelling when we think that Milla has BO!"
         

         
         
         
         
         We nodded our understanding. Garlicky BO, okay.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Eplett exhorted, warming to her subject, "Class, if I had BO, I would want you to tell me. Would you tell me?"

         
         
         
         
         "Sure!" offered Mike Helm.

         
         
         
         
         "Thank you, Mike. I appreciate your attitude. Class, it is our duty to tell Milla that she has BO. We need to make a plan."

         
         
         
         
         The grade six class at Easterby Elementary sat stunned in early-onset schadenfreude. This was rich.

         
         
         
         
         "Is there anyone who is friends with Milla?" asked Mrs. Eplett.

         
         
         
         
         Slowly Lola and I raised our hands. We had been over to Milla's house once or twice, and we knew that Milla, the queen of high-water pants, didn't have many friends. Lola and I were Mennonite, but Milla was fat. Fat was worse than Mennonite. In the playground economy, the only thing as bad as being fat was being gay. Yet gay you could deny. Fat you could not. Milla could not hide her size. In fact, it was as if she went out of her way to accent it, given her pants.

         
         
         
         
         "Rhoda, Lola, good." Mrs. Eplett acknowledged our reluctant hands. "Will you be willing to help us?"

         
         
         
         
         Lola and I nodded hesitantly.

         
         
         
         
         "Excellent," Mrs. Eplett said. "Now here's the plan."

         
         
         
         
         The plan was that Lola and I would lure Milla into the sixth graders' hall at recess. At a prearranged time Milt Perko, the class goofball, would approach us. Milt Perko would be the bearer of the bad news. He was to ask Milla in a plain manly way, on behalf of us all, to wear deodorant. Milt Perko, desktop farter, snapper of bras, purveyor of dirty jokes! Everybody loved Milty, and thus it was Milty who was called to step up in our time of need. Mrs. Eplett nominated him, Mike Helm seconded, and twenty-four hands rose in democratic support.

         
         
         
         
         On the day in question I was in exquisite agony, panicking for poor Milla. I had just read A Tale of Two Cities, and as Lola and I led Milla into the sixth graders' hall, I imagined that we were three aristocrats in the tumbrel, heads shaved, modest and pure, awaiting the guillotine. It is a far, far greater thing that I do now than I have ever done.

         
         
         
         
         Milty rounded the corner, right on time to the minute. Would the goofball be able to keep a straight face? He approached, hands in pockets, serious as church. He had never looked more unfunny; he looked Mature. Now he walked straight up to us, looked Milla manfully in the eye, and said without preamble, "Milla, the whole class would appreciate it if you would wear some deodorant once in a while. Mrs. Eplett asked me to tell you. And the class voted and everything."

         
         
         
         
         Milla looked suddenly skyward. A fake little doll's smile pinched her lips.

         
         
         
         
         Milty wasn't going to leave until he had an answer. "Okay, Milla? Deodorant, okay? Ban or Sure? You can spray it in your armpit, okay?"

         
         
         
         
         "Okay," she whispered. Then, from out of nowhere, she summoned a queenly spirit: "Now if you don't mind, Milty, we were having a private conversation."

         
         
         
         
         Milty nodded. Mission accomplished. He strode off heroically, whistling.

         
         
         
         
         Milla turned to me and Lola, blinking back tears. She reached for my hand. We three sat on the hall rail all recess, holding hands, talking about Milla's sister Hava as if nothing had gone wrong. As if we weren't holding hands at all.

         
         
         
         
         The pain and panic I felt attending this incident were strangely excruciating. I had nightmares about it for years afterward, and I still sometimes dream of Milty Perko turning the corner of some mental corridor, striding toward me, agent of doom, a grim Ezekiel. Lola and I knew we had betrayed Milla, but it never occurred to us that we had had a choice in the matter. I can't speak for Lola, but in the sixth grade I had absolutely no apparatus with which to resist authority. I couldn't even conceive of articulating opposition to an adult's judgment. And I was light-years away from the confidence it would take to stand on top of my desk and fart out loud and on purpose, as Milty Perko occasionally did, to our collective admiration and applause.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Good god," exclaimed Hannah when I had finished telling the story. "What on earth could Mrs. Eplett have been thinking? What kind of pedagogy results in a public shaming?"

         
         
         
         
         Some years after I had become a professor, my father sent me a newspaper clipping. Its subject was my now-ancient sixth-grade teacher, Mrs. Eplett. I was astonished to learn that she was still alive, but there she was in a photograph that confirmed it, bewigged and chipper. The photograph had been taken at a function celebrating her long contribution to the teaching field. The newspaper article quoted several generations of ex-students whose comments were all effusive in their praise for Ann C. Eplett. "Mrs. Eplett used to whupp our bottoms when we were naughty!" "She was the best teacher of all time! She checked to see if we brushed our teeth before school!" "Mrs. Eplett sent me home because I had headlice!" As I scanned the column of appreciative memories, I experienced a wave of gratitude myself. Although Mrs. Eplett had been my worst teacher, not my best, I nodded at the eloquent testament to the long-ranging effects our teachers and mentors exert on us.

         
         
         
         
         I said as much to my sister. Hannah answered, "Mentor, schmentor. That was criminal, what Mrs. Eplett did to poor sweet Milla, even if she did always smell like crotch. I wonder whatever happened to her?"

         
         
         
         
         "Lola heard that she became a pediatrician. She has a thriving practice in Orlando."

         
         
         
         
         "Still."

         
         
         
         
         "I know. It probably scarred her for life. It scarred me for life!"
         

         
         
         
         
         "That whole not-questioning-authority thing helps explain why you stayed with Nick so long after you should have left," she said.

         
         
         
         
         "I know," I agreed morosely. "Damn. And the weird thing is, I'm a scholar. Challenging authority is what I do. For a living. You give me any argument, and I'll tell you what's wrong with it."
         

         
         
         
         
         "And that's a charming feature in a sister!" she said. "The weird thing is, you and I can challenge authority in our professional lives. I was the same way when I was working at the bank. But you show me a Mennonite woman, and I'll show you a woman who sucks at asserting herself in her personal life."

         
         
         
         
         It wasn't as though I never challenged Nick. He made it easy to see the ways in which he was dysfunctional, since he pointed them out himself. It's just that he was so tortured, so depressed, so funny and fabulous, that I didn't have the heart to put up the boundaries that I know I should have.

         
         
         
         
         "I wasn't ready to stick my landing the first few times I left him," I said sadly.

         
         
         
         
         "So what? You were ready this time. You don't have to look back with regret," she said. "In fact, you don't have to look back at all."

         
         
         
         
         "Thing is, I loved him."

         
         
         
         
         "You still love him."

         
         
         
         
         "Damn," I said again. "Middle age is all about learning to live with ambiguity."

         
         
         
         
         "No it isn't," Hannah said thoughtfully. "You've been living successfully with ambiguity since you started questioning the whole Mennonite Ursprach. And you've always known that loving Nick didn't mean you should necessarily live with Nick. He's so unhappy that he'd make anybody miserable."
         

         
         
         
         
         "He didn't make me miserable. Toward the end, maybe."

         
         
         
         
         "He should have made you miserable. I don't think middle age is about learning to live with ambiguity; it's just the opposite. It's about finally developing the resolve to reject ambiguity and embrace simplicity. What could be simpler than saying, 'No matter how I feel about him, I will not expose myself to his damage'? I'm not saying it isn't painful. But it is simple."
         

         
         
         
         
         I shook my head. "You make it sound as if I was the one who left. But I was the coward who never would have left. Who never wanted to leave. It was he who left me."
         

         
         
         
         
         "It's you who are doing the leaving now. Finally! Do you know, of all the times when you guys broke up, this is the only time you've ever seemed at peace?"

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         That night Hannah and I stayed up late watching Japanese Iron Chef on the food network. I didn't have cable, a fact that I liked to pretend was due to my recent financial cutbacks/marital fiasco, but which was really due to my being an academic dork. Tragically, we professors are more likely to pick up a windy biography on Feo Belcari than turn on the TV. Hannah was appalled that this was the very first time I had ever heard of the whole Iron Chef concept-"How can you call yourself a cook and not know what's going on in the food world?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Can't I be a decent cook without knowing what other people are cooking?"

         
         
         
         
         "No."

         
         
         
         
         I tried again. "What is the sound of one hand clapping?"

         
         
         
         
         "Get current, or get out of the kitchen," she said.

         
         
         
         
         "Well," I said, reaching, "at least I'm not wearing a fleece vest."

         
         
         
         
         Watching this show was like the helpless feeling you get when you feel cosmically compelled to take a big swig of buttermilk. The smell makes you shudder, but you keep coming back. On the show, a food critic, presented with a dish of Israeli couscous in a rich ruby beet juice, offered some detailed feedback in Japanese, none of which we understood. But the food critic spoke for a long time. He developed his theme, gesticulating elaborately, chasing nuanced implications. Finally he concluded with an oratorical flourish of serious expostulation. Just as he was wrapping it up, there came the calm voice-over of a professional translator. This is how she translated the food critic's long eloquent commentary:

         
         
         
         
         "I'm feeling good." (Pause)

         
         
         
         
         "All over." (Pause)

         
         
         
         
         "Right now."

         
         
         
         
         That night, humming "Brighten the Corner Where You Are," I went to bed conducting a mental review of the day. Hornblower, check. Big Job, check. Couscous, check. Simplicity, check. My heart was broken, my legs were scarred, and I might well lose my house. But, go figure, I was feeling pretty good. All over. Right now.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         EIGHT
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            Rippling Water

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         As a child, I wanted so badly to dance that once I told my Sunday-school class I was going to be on television that very night, tap-dancing on the Ted Mack Amateur Hour. The Ted Mack Amateur Hour was the American Idol of its generation, a variety show that featured early versions of stage parents and their vocally enhanced tots. Quavering with vibrato, befringed in cowboy outfits, children belted out their show tunes and lurched in manic circles, like toys run amok.
         

         
         
         
         
         Several church moms called my mother, asking in amazed disapproval what channel I was going to be on. The next Sunday part of my punishment was to ask the entire Sunday-school class for forgiveness, just as Mrs. Ollenburger-she of the fleshy upper arms-had begged the church body for forgiveness when she'd had the vainglorious liposuction.

         
         
         
         
         With a pattern of dodgy behavior already established, I was a shoe-in for further scrutiny. Ancient Mrs. Lorenz, my Sunday-school teacher, took it upon herself to ask my mother if it was true that I was allergic to raisins. When faced with a tray of Mrs. Lorenz's brittle oatmeal cookies, we kids would have rather eaten the phone book. Plus these particular cookies were not just stale; they were crawling with raisins. Mrs. Lorenz handed me a big sandy cookie into which raisins had burrowed like ants in a farm. I took one pro forma nibble and then shook my head at Mrs. Lorenz: I was allergic, so tragically allergic, to raisins. One raisin and my throat would swell up and I could die. The dance drama of the previous Sunday alerted Mrs. Lorenz, who discovered just as soon as Sunday school was over that no, I did not have a deadly raisin allergy. Confessing my sin was bad enough, but the worst part was getting up once more in front of a sizable group to do it.

         
         
         
         
         The attending punishments didn't derail my longing to dance, however. The passion continued unabated into my adult years, until I finally reached the age of independence and had the means to take lessons. Only once did the Mennonite attitude toward dancing actually save me embarrassment. This was in grade eight, when I was enrolled in a hideous earth science course.

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Handwerker taught to the Talented Tenth. The smarty-pants turbodorks (including my brother Aaron) loved him. They clustered in his homeroom with their redolent bologna sandwiches. Aaron was a lordly little spud whose proclivity to name all animals by scientific genus was not socially problematic until he got his height some years later, in high school. In junior high he was teacher's pet. He was in training to take over the surly condescension of Mr. Handwerker. Mr. Handwerker's impatient arrogance made it impossible to admit that I couldn't tell an igneous rock from a sedimentary. Even in the eighth grade I suspected a home truth that life would later confirm: namely, that the separation of igneous from sedimentary rocks might not even be necessary. Personally, I began to wonder why we couldn't just mix-'n'-match our rocks. Why labor to categorize them? Were we rehearsing an unspecified but inevitable event in the hereafter, as when the Lord Jesus would separate the sheep from the goats?
         

         
         
         
         
         Like the biblical fool who builds his house on the sand, Mr. Handwerker had built his reputation on whisking his earth science class to the Grand Canyon for a week of canteens that teemed with tadpoles. Mr. Handwerker was under the impression that this excursion would shape our lives forever. In order to raise funds for the pricey field trip, my eighth-grade earth science class was forced to sell See's suckers, magazine subscriptions, World's Finest chocolate, and lightbulbs. Yet our collective efforts were not enough, as they had been in years past. So for the first time Mr. Handwerker commanded his eighth-grade class to stage a talent show.

         
         
         
         
         Unfortunately my class was not blessed with talent. Moreover, we were exhausted from selling See's suckers, magazine subscriptions, World's Finest chocolate, and lightbulbs. We didn't want to backpack down the steep Hermit Trail; we didn't want to marvel at arrowheads and sedimentary rocks. But like all children whose elders get a bee in their bonnet, we were forced to suck it up and obey. Since my older brother was teacher's pet, and since Mr. Handwerker knew that Mennonite girls could sew, I was the designated mistress of costumes. I sewed my heart out for that nightmarish event. For one number I designed and sewed four pink floral antebellum dresses out of sheets I'd found on clearance at Gottschalks, using wire hangers and taffeta to approximate hoopskirts.

         
         
         
         
         The talent show finale was an all-class hoedown that involved bucolic kerchiefs and square-dancing. The theory was that it would make the audience shout, "Yeehaw!" I still remember the lyrics to the chorus, penned by our own redoubtable teacher.

         
         
         
         
         Werkie forbids us singin'

         
         
         songs around here

         
         
         Werkie forbids us dancin'

         
         
         moves around here

         
         
         But we don't care what Werkie forbids;

         
         
         cause we're the singin', dancin' SCIENCE KIDS!

         
         
         
         
         As executive choreographer, Mr. Handwerker thought it would be hilarious to have me, the tallest person in the class, whisk a cartoonishly horrified Glenn Arbus, a tiny twig of a boy, into the center spotlight for a hurly-burly romp. This tall-short dance would provide comic relief, said Mr. Handwerker.

         
         
         
         
         At the rehearsal when Mr. Handwerker first broached this plan, he called me and Glenn front and center, in front of everybody.

         
         
         
         
         "You, Knucklehead," he said to me, pointing, "will grab Twig by the arm and drag him into the spotlight here. And you," he said to Twig, "will act horrified and reluctant. You will dig in your heels while she drags you. You got that?"

         
         
         
         
         Twig stoically shrugged and agreed. Poor chap, it must have been at least as humiliating for him as it was for me. When I recall this moment, I always cling to a rumor that I heard many years ago, that Twig grew up to become a brilliant genetic researcher.

         
         
         
         
         As appalled as I was, I would have done whatever Mr. Handwerker had asked. I didn't know how to resist. I wasn't even aware that resistance existed as an option. Mennonite girls weren't raised that way. However, it did rightly occur to me that the authority of the church would trump the authority of a teacher whose chief interest was the categorization of rocks. I therefore hung my head and mumbled that I didn't think my mother would let me do the dance.

         
         
         
         
         "What's that?" Mr. Handwerker said sharply. "Speak up, Numbskull!" He thought this style of address was a form of wit.

         
         
         
         
         "I have to ask my mom. About the dancing," I said, trying to make this recourse sound like a logical step any eighth grader might take.

         
         
         
         
         "Jesus H. Christ," said Mr. Handwerker. "Okay. You do that."

         
         
         
         
         I did do that. The answer was an emphatic, crisply worded letter that explained why Mary Janzen's daughter would NEVER participate in a public spectacle involving dance, even if there were thousands of rocks in the Grand Canyon that needed categorizing. Mennonites did not dance. Period. Dancing was deeply, passionately verboten on two grounds. The first reason was that dancing led to sex . . . and this, dear readers, had been documented. In the Mennonite movement called the Fröhliche Richtung (the Joyful Direction), circa 1860, a band of renegade charismatic Mennonites started expressing the joy of the Holy Spirit via dance. During these joyful church-service dances, the aisle that divided the men's side from the women's was crossed. Boys began dancing all too joyfully with girls. Parts were felt! Accounts were written! Diaries were discovered! Adolescents were punished!
         

         
         
         
         
         The second reason dancing was taboo in the Ukrainian Mennonite church was more a matter of tacit custom than a stated position. There was something about the lighthearted frivolity of dance that suggested a fatal weakness in priorities. Mennonites were supposed to work with dignity, and when the work was done, there would be something to show for it. That was the great beauty of work: there was always a measurable outcome. On the other hand, you could dance until the cows came home, but you'd never have anything to show for your dancing. In fact, it was precisely this lazy, shiftless revelry that was the problem with the native Russian peasants. If idleness was the devil's workshop, then dance was the beanbag on which the devil was enjoying himself a little too freely.

         
         
         
         
         In junior high, I could not know that twenty years later a belated idea would occur to some of the younger Mennonites. Like all ideas that occurred to Mennonites, this one was not fresh. But it was new to them. It struck some of the younger set that dancing might not be so bad. However, the only way that Mennonites could endorse a new activity was to make the careful case that God was okay with it. Thus "liturgical movement" made its debut in some Mennonite churches. Always in quotations, "liturgical movement" consisted of three Sunday-school teachers dressed in bad white skirts moving in synchronized patterns. Together these brave ladies would step to the left, then lunge to the right, then lift one arm like an elephant trunk, gesturing toward the heavens. I'm sad to say that "liturgical movement" gave the older Mennonites bilious indigestion. It never really caught on.
         

         
         
         
         
         If you had told me in the eighth grade that someday three ladies in white prairie skirts would be dancing in front of the pulpit, I would have offered you the baked good of your choice, provided that it did not contain raisins. By the eighth grade I was drawn to the idea of dance so much that I tried to teach myself the Hustle. This effort was doomed because I had access neither to steps nor to music. At school, in the halls between classes, I'd hear snatches from radios: FREAKAZOIDS, REPORT TO THE DANCE FLOOR! How I wanted to! But I didn't know how. What I did know was that if I performed the Twig Dance as a laughingstock, my passion for dance could be ruined forever. And in the end I was saved by the very thing that oppressed me. When my mother forbade me to dance in that talent show, I was actually grateful to be a Mennonite. This is sort of like falling in love with your kidnapper.

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Handwerker, undaunted, forced my friend Bettina Hurrey to do the Twig Dance instead. Bettina and I were both unusually tall for our age. The visual humor of my Twig Dance would have turned on my extreme galloping thinness. I would have looked like Ichabod Crane trying to swat a bee. The humor of Bettina's Twig Dance turned on the fact that Bettina was shaped like a tremendous bratwurst. I understood that Mr. Handwerker was mocking her and Twig, and all big-boned people, and all tiny people, and all tall spidery people, and all people in general. Mr. Handwerker was the meanest teacher alive. During the song and dance I stood toward the back of the stage, clapping and stomping and singing and crying for Bettina, and for petite Glenn Arbus too, even though he had once put a june bug down my shirt.

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         The gap between Aaron and me was marked by so much more than a divide between left and right brains, between science and the humanities. In fact, I don't have much in common with either of my brothers. In college they remained content with their opportunities in Mennonite circles. Aaron sang close harmonies in a madrigal group, his rich-timbered baritone blending like butter. Caleb played in state volleyball competitions with a Christian organization. They both went to Bible studies. They dated sincere gals who hairsprayed their bangs and went on mission trips. Big and easy in their exuberance, Aaron and Caleb coached, studied, prayed. But by then we had nothing in common.

         
         
         
         
         I felt my tiny Mennonite college was holding me back from a serious literary education. And it was holding me back, in a manner of speaking. I found this out to my cost when in grad school I discovered the jaw-dropping level of my underexposure. At twenty all I wanted to do was read philosophy, feminism, and fashion. I was blind to all of the better lessons my solid little Mennonite college could have taught me, lessons about the value of community, of service, of wisdom rather than knowledge.
         

         
         
         
         
         As they grew older, both my brothers chose to stay rooted firmly in the Mennonite lifestyle. They married young and had big families, and they are active in the church. Our paths have been so different that our infrequent reunions are marked with awkwardness; my brothers don't follow events in the belletristic world, and I don't know what's going on with the soccer-mom, homeschooling set. My brothers never ask me about my life or work, a silence I interpret as disapproval. Whenever I ask them about ideas or politics or beliefs, they change the subject. Instead they share breaking news about their children, or, in the case of Aaron, bulletins about the nomenclature and classification of his herbaria. And the breaking news feels strained, as if the information is a preemptive strike against the possibility of genuine communication.

         
         
         
         
         On my last visit five years ago, Caleb and his friend Gabe Warkentin dropped by as I was making Quarkkuchen in my mother's kitchen. Gabe, like us, is the son of a Mennonite pastor. I overhead Gabe say that a mutual old friend, Fran Thiessen, had just gotten married. The groom was a Mennonite named Rob Franz.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Bummer," said Caleb. "She'll have a bad name: Frau Fran Franz."

         
         
         
         
         They chuckled. From the kitchen I asked, "Why on earth would Franny have taken Rob's name? She was starting to make a name for herself in her career, wasn't she?"

         
         
         
         
         There was a sudden heavy silence. I looked up from my batter, surprised: my brother and Gabe were bristling with palpable disapproval.

         
         
         
         
         "You think a woman should keep her own name when the Bible clearly tells us that the man is to be the head of the house?" asked Gabe gravely.

         
         
         
         
         "Ohhhh," I said. "Gotcha." Until that moment I had had no idea that he was so parochial.

         
         
         
         
         "What's that supposed to mean?" Gabe demanded, angry. Caleb just sat there and frowned at his coffee.

         
         
         
         
         "Nothing," I said, trying to be nice. "In academia women don't take their husbands' names very often anymore, that's all."

         
         
         
         
         "Why not?"

         
         
         
         
         "It's a little old-fashioned. The idea is that the woman's heritage and background are just as important as the man's. Many women see taking a man's name as a gesture of symbolic oppression. It's like saying to the woman, 'Who you are as a person isn't as important as who I am.'"

         
         
         
         
         "Gabe. Maybe we should go," said Caleb, not looking at me.

         
         
         
         
         "Did you take your husband's name?" Gabe was upset. He was taking this personally.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I didn't," I admitted.

         
         
         
         
         "How did he feel about that?"

         
         
         
         
         "The issue never even came up. Nick always assumed I would keep my name."

         
         
         
         
         "I suppose you think the Word of God is a little old-fashioned too?" Gabe shot back.
         

         
         
         
         
         "You know what, Gabe? Don't even go there. She does think so. Let's get outa here," said Caleb.

         
         
         
         
         After they were gone, I asked my mother, "Don't you think it's weird that the boys are so much more conservative than you and Dad?"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, they'll mellow over time," said Mom. "When you're young, faith is often a matter of rules. What you should do and shouldn't do, that kind of thing. But as you get older, you realize that faith is really a matter of relationship-with God, with the people around you, with the members of your community."

         
         
         
         
         "Do you have a problem with the fact that I never took Nick's name?"

         
         
         
         
         She chuckled. "You're old enough to make your own decisions."

         
         
         
         
         "Would you have taken Rob Franz's name if you had been Franny?"

         
         
         
         
         "I wouldn't have married Rob Franz at all," she said decisively. "That one is a shiftless underachiever. You watch. He'll quit his job and expect Franny to support him. Poor little Franny. She was so cute as a girl. She played the clarinet."

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Aaron is a year older than I. We should have been fratty, since we went to the same school, had the same teachers, read the same books. I should have had crushes on his friends, but his friends were severe science types, like him. His crowd hung out in Mr. Handwerker's homeroom, where there was a darkroom for printing black-and-white artistic images of garden slugs-pardon me, of Arion distincti-that might win a prize at the Fresno Fair! Aaron and his friends wore their T-shirts tucked into their pants, and wherever one met these boys, they smelled of chemical developer, stop bath, or formaldehyde.
         

         
         
         
         
         Among Aaron's friends there was one boy who wasn't as bad as the others. Wyatt Reed had floppy brown hair and a quiet smile, and he ate lunch not in Mr. Handwerker's homeroom, but on the lawn in front of the library, like a normal person. One summer he invited me and Aaron to Vacation Bible School at his church. Wyatt was not Mennonite; thus my mother thoroughly checked out Wyatt, his Presbyterian church, and his family, before giving us the thumbs-up. VBS didn't interest me in the slightest, but I was enjoying the way Wyatt's soft stutter became more pronounced when he spoke to me.

         
         
         
         
         Theretofore I had conveniently managed flulike symptoms whenever Vacation Bible School rolled around at our own church, so this was my first venture. Vacation Bible School is like a religious-themed camp, but it takes place at your local church rather than at a piney lodge. Your parents drop you off for two hours, not two weeks. VBS shares some of the camp features: artificially induced rivalries, rowdy Christian songs about Father Abraham, and tearful altar calls. But VBS lacks somewhat in the areas of canoes, campfires, and sleeping bags.

         
         
         
         
         At this VBS the Christian youths were divided into two competitive groups. Wyatt's and my group was called the Clouds. Aaron's group was called the Tornadoes. Why we were represented by inclement weather remains a mystery to this day. But if the Lord had portentously whispered, "Red sky at morning, sailors take warning!" I would have heeded the message, because Wyatt Reed was really almost cute when he stuttered. It was probably his mother who made him tuck his T-shirt into his pants.

         
         
         
         
         The adult leaders, two Athletes for Christ from Virginia, fluffed the rivalry between the Clouds and the Tornadoes by every means possible. We were urged to run relays, chant slogans, and devise secret passwords. In crisp formation we performed a secret salute. Although at the time I was unfamiliar with the mannered architecture of the Third Reich, this VBS had a Riefenstahl quality that was kind of creepy. Clearly these Athletes for Christ had an aesthetic vision for their youth. And they exhorted us to make posters.

         
         
         
         
         I spent a pleasurable afternoon working on mine. It was akin to pop art, very groovy, with bluish clouds scattered like grazing sheep. I edged each of the clouds with metallic silver paint. In block letters the caption read A SILVER LINING IN EVERY CLOUD. "I like the s-s-s-s-silver lining," Wyatt said.

         
         
         
         
         That night when the Clouds' Athlete for Christ got up to lead the salute and display the posters, I experienced an abrupt shift in my worldview. Some bottom dropped out in my core filiation. When the Athlete for Christ placed my poster up on the easel there in front of the church social hall, I suddenly saw my poster in a new light. Even as my fellow Clouds were whooping and clapping and stomping, even as the Athlete for Christ was shaking his clasped hands above his head like a champion, the last of my enthusiasm drained away, and I became an empty cloud. There on a folding metal chair next to Wyatt Reed, at thirteen, with my bangs stiffly sprayed, I smelled groupthink for the first time. Sheeplike clouds? Silver lining? My poster made no sense. And if my poster made no sense, what of the rivalry it symbolized? What of the whole Vacation Bible School? What of religion itself? Clouds, tornadoes, sins awhirl before some imagined but necessary altar-a Perfect Storm of jingoism! It was at that moment that I first grasped what Tennessee Williams meant when he mocked the tiny spasm of man. Gentle Wyatt Reed, trying shyly to touch my hand, fell into insignificance. Across the aisle on the Tornado side Aaron was raising his arms in ritual salute for Jesus. He was my brother, moving his hands, lifting his voice, a stranger.
         

         
         
         
         
         That night as the closing cheers receded, I ran to the ladies' lounge to be alone with my troubling new discovery. I lingered there, slowly brushing out my hair, counting out a hundred strokes. I perched on the edge of the couch that nursing mothers used. In the mirror I saw my good-girl self, my clean dress, my tidy macramé purse, my white leather-bound KJV Bible. That image was no longer right. I had to wipe that look of polite accommodation from my face; I had to run away. I had to rethink every single thing that I had been taught. So I sprinted from the ladies' lounge, as from a thought too scary to think. And I collided abruptly with one of the Athletes for Christ. The hall was shadowy, and I hadn't seen him.

         
         
         
         
         "Sorry!" I gasped, embarrassed.

         
         
         
         
         "No problem." He backed away but stood looking down at me. This Athlete for Christ seemed off somehow. There was something wrong. It was as if he'd been waiting for me. "I was looking for you, actually."
         

         
         
         
         
         Ah, he had intuited my sudden crisis of faith, my dark night of the soul! I was about to get called on the Christian carpet! I looked up at him and said, "Um." He moved a fraction closer. "I've been thinking. Would you like a visit some night? A visit from your Uncle Rodge?"

         
         
         
         
         I stared as I digested his meaning. It took a moment to sink in, but then I turned and ran back down the hall to the foyer. Aaron was looking for me. "Where were you?" he complained. "Wyatt's mom has been waiting for ten minutes."

         
         
         
         
         I followed my brother to Mrs. Reed's car, where I slid into the far corner of the backseat, holding myself rigidly away from Wyatt. Puzzled but polite, he withdrew into silence. "Did you have fun tonight?" asked Mrs. Reed.

         
         
         
         
         "It was so cool," Aaron said. "The Tornadoes got the most points because I memorized Ezekiel 37. That's the one about dry bones. It has twenty-eight verses. I memorized all of them."

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Reed began to sing "Dem Bones." Aaron joined in, looking back over his shoulder to see why I wasn't singing along. Never before had a view of a crowded church parking lot been so absorbing. Never before had the cloud of witnesses seemed a rattling congregation of bones. Aaron's voice had already changed. His bass musically descended, a stairway going down, way down, beneath Mrs. Reed's soprano, as if these lyrics and this song could get to the bottom of everything I knew. "Hear the word of the Lord!"

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         With Aaron I knew I would never be close, but there was a moment in my adolescence when I thought that Caleb and I might become friends. Caleb was fifteen months younger than I. Despite his status as goofy kid brother, he was tall and cleanly coordinated at an early age. It must have pained him to see my clumsiness, because one day he offered to teach me how to play racquetball. Racquetball is a relatively easy game to pick up. You can go from zero to sixty in a couple of days. But what you need to imagine here is gangliness so inept, cerebral, and all-consuming that I had never successfully hit a ball of any kind-not with bat, nor stick, nor racquet. In my generation Mennonite parents did not encourage athletics for girls, and I had gotten used to the public shame of PE.

         
         
         
         
         The very notion of trying to learn a sport had left me with a nervous sour feeling, as when one crosses Kierkegaardian dread with a trip to the dentist. Plus Caleb and I had no relationship whatsoever. He was science; I was English. He killed toads; I made pie. He got in trouble for sabotaging Donny Dorko's pants at Heartland Christian Camp; I got in trouble for spending my babysitting money on a black strapless bra.

         
         
         
         
         I was skittery, therefore, when I first followed Caleb onto the racquetball court. I expected a hortatory condescension the likes of which Aaron delivered. But no. From the first moment when Caleb showed me how to shake hands with the racquet, he was the soul of kindness. Tender and patient, he made it his business to show me what I could do. What astonished me even more than my emerging ability to hit the ball was his generosity. It's not just that he was nice to me when I needed nice. It was that he freely gave some mysterious ingredient that created confidence. He was a brilliant instructor, perhaps the best I've ever had. Over my many years in school I've been exposed to some wonderful mentors, intellectuals at the top of their game, professors and Pulitzer Prize winners who challenged me. But Caleb would be the only one to call forth an excited faith in my own ability. He didn't make me think I was a better player than I was. He made me love the player that I already was. What a gift that was.
         

         
         
         
         
         The moment we left the racquetball court, Caleb reverted to nose picker/sci-fi reader. But on court I adored him. Huge and stable as an Alp, he stood motionless in the center, reaching out a long arm to flick the ball with precision. "Yo," he'd say. "This one's gonna go in the front left corner. See what happens when I hold my racquet at this angle? Now you try." Caleb went on to become an award-winning science teacher, then an assessment director of science in secondary education. He makes a great living telling teachers how to be better teachers. Those afternoons on the racquetball court, long ago when he was still goofy and I was still scared, go a long way toward explaining his professional success.

         
         
         
         
         Once when I was in town for the Fourth of July, my mother and I went to see Caleb and Staci's new swimming pool. It was a superdeluxe pool, with levels and lights and fountains and waterfalls and alcoves, the kind of pool that said, "Mennonite-who, me?" All the grandkids were splashing and shrieking inside it. This pool was a splendid homage to American excess. In every way it was the opposite of what my siblings and I had grown up with-namely, a sprinkler that raised a feeble mist from a sun-scalded hose. When my mother saw the Gatsbyesque scope of this pool, she grabbed my elbow and said, "Oh my! That looks expensive!"

         
         
         
         
         Staci telegraphed for help, so Hannah said, "Didn't you ever learn how to swim, Mom?" This question forestalled any discussion of Christian stewardship for a good half hour. But Mom came right back trotting down that road to Rome: "That diving platform sure looks like it cost a pretty penny!"

         
         
         
         
         I jumped in this time. "Speaking of pennies, do you remember when you bribed me a dime to jump off the high dive at the community pool?"

         
         
         
         
         "You jumped off the high dive for a dime?" said Al, joining us, still in her underwater goggles. She held her thumb and forefinger to her forehead in the shape of a capital L. "Looooooser!"
         

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Mennonite privation isn't what it used to be. My generation of Mennonites has made it different, as when my brothers find ways of giving their children what we were denied. I considered all this when I once again returned to the taboo of Mennonite dance. Having bid farewell to Hannah and Phil, I was back in California, and my parents and I were going to a dance recital.

         
         
         
         
         Mennonite high schools still forbid dancing. Mennonite high school teachers are still often forced to sign contracts, pledging that they will neither drink nor dance nor have premarital sex while employed at a Mennonite institution. But some of the solid die-hard Mennonites are now letting their children dance anyway. Some of them even seem to be encouraging dance. My pretty niece Phoebe, my brother Aaron's daughter, trains seven days a week in tap, jazz, ballet, and hip-hop. At fourteen, she is already beginning to star in community productions-The Nutcracker, Pinocchio. Dance training like hers doesn't come cheap, and I knew that Aaron must find it hard to finance on his teacher's salary.
         

         
         
         
         
         When we arrived, Aaron's wife, Deena, graciously insisted that I take her own seat. "He's right down there in the VIP seats up front," she said, pointing.

         
         
         
         
         "Where? I don't see him," I said, scanning the crowded room. "He's right there, in those seats right in front of the stage," said Deena.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, there he is!" I said, but I was thinking "!!!!!" because I had been looking at Aaron all along. I just hadn't recognized him. Although I had seen him only weeks before at our family dinner, in that roomful of strangers I was seeing Aaron with new eyes: he looked like any other middle-aged, square-faced man with a cap of close-clipped salt-and-pepper hair. Authority was on him like a sportcoat. He had the air of a principal.

         
         
         
         
         I imagine that Deena had thought that Aaron and I would welcome the chance to catch up. We sat in silence. Together my brother and I watched his daughter interpret the elemental concept of rippling water, her hair unfastened, cascading behind her like the sheer azure chiffon that clung to her slender form. When her partner swung her up into a lovely high arc, her chin tipped back, her arms seeming at once to stir and settle, I shot a glance at him. How did it feel to see your fourteen-year-old Mennonite daughter borne aloft in the arms of a man twice her age? Where were the man's hands during these liquid lifts-on Phoebe's waist, on her firm little heinie? Phoebe looked like a professional dancer up there on stage, all the softness of childhood stretched taut, all the roundness worn away to a flicker of muscle across her fierce slim shoulders, while Aaron sat immobile, opaque as a Buddha. But it spoke volumes that this man, who knew nothing about dance and who had probably never danced a step in his own life, was prepared to go without a second car so that his daughter could ripple like water.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         NINE
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         I was making myself a tuna salad for lunch in my parents' kitchen, draining the can of tuna into a small bowl. "Hey," I said, "are there any cats in the neighborhood who would appreciate this tuna juice?"
         

         
         
         
         
         My mother looked at me as if I had entered the final stages of dementia. She swiped the bowl, chugged the tuna juice, and said, "Schmeckt gut! Tastes like tooooona!"
         

         
         
         
         
         Then she asked me if I would run to the grocery store for corn on the cob and heavy whipping cream. You can never have enough corn on the cob and heavy whipping cream is what I always say, and it's a pleasure to provide them for a mother who does tuna shooters.

         
         
         
         
         Rounding the corner from Produce to Dairy, I smiled as I passed the snack aisle: a man was bending over to shout in the ear of an oldster, "YOU WANT SOME BRIDGE MIX, DAD?"

         
         
         
         
         "Eh?" said the dad. "What's that?"

         
         
         
         
         "NUTS, DAD? MIXED NUTS?"

         
         
         
         
         "I like nuts!" cried the old man.

         
         
         
         
         "DAD, I'M GONNA GET YOU SOME SALTY NUTS!"

         
         
         
         
         "Get the salty ones!" advised the dad.

         
         
         
         
         The man tossed a can of mixed nuts into his cart. The dad grabbed his son's sleeve and suggested, "I like those salty nuts you got last time!"

         
         
         
         
         "PLENTY OF NUTS, DAD," shouted the son.

         
         
         
         
         There was something dear about a buff, shaved-headed rocker taking time out on a Thursday afternoon to take his old dad grocery shopping.

         
         
         
         
         Later the man and his deaf old dad were in the next checkout aisle. The son had run into a church acquaintance and was saying something about prayer-ah, the rocker was religious. This promptly scotched my interest. I still thought he was dear for shouting about mixed nuts to his dad, but my rocker had suddenly joined the ranks of Sexy Men I Wouldn't Date.

         
         
         
         
         In the snack aisle the man and I had exchanged a meaningful glance, as if to say, Bridge Mix, $4.99. Shouting the same thing eight times in a row to your old dad-priceless. This rocker and I had shared a few seconds of that delicious unspoken awareness that sometimes heats up the space between strangers. Thus I was not wholly surprised when I heard somebody pull up behind me in the parking lot as I was loading groceries into the trunk of my parents' Camry. The rocker pulled up directly behind me.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Excuse me."

         
         
         
         
         I turned, knowing it was he.

         
         
         
         
         "Ma'am," said the rocker, extending a muscular arm from the window of his car. He was offering me a piece of paper. "If you're a single woman of God, I surely wish you'd e-mail me. That's my e-mail address. You can throw it away. But I hope you don't."

         
         
         
         
         "Oh!" I said, stunned at the Single Woman of God. I put the paper in my pocket.
         

         
         
         
         
         He went on, "I was noticing you in the store. And it was heavy on my heart to say something to you. It was like, Go talk to her, very heavy, three times. So I pushed myself out of my comfort zone, and here I am."
         

         
         
         
         
         The old dad leaned over to the driver's side. "Is that the gal? Is she pretty?"

         
         
         
         
         The rocker reached over and patted his dad's shoulder. "This is my dad, Albert. He's blind. And I'm Mitch."

         
         
         
         
         We shook hands. "I'm Rhoda."

         
         
         
         
         "Rhonda," said Mitch. "I surely hope you e-mail me. If you're single and all."

         
         
         
         
         He drove off with his dad and his nuts.

         
         
         
         
         The note was printed in hasty caps on Twilight Shores stationery. Twilight Shores was the assisted-living facility across the street from my parents' house. That sealed it. Who hits on a woman with a blind old dad in tow? I e-mailed Mitch the very next day and set up a coffee date. I wasn't exactly a Single Woman of God, but hey, I could quote scripture. There had been something unusual, even compelling, about this guy. Although I would never have suggested that a divine voice was urging me in his direction, I did understand what it meant to go with your gut. And my own gut was whispering, "Mixed nuts!"
         

         
         
         
         
         The following week my heart sank when I approached the coffeehouse where Mitch was waiting for me at an outside table. Even from across the street I could see what he was wearing around his neck. A big-ass three-inch square-headed nail on a leather thong.

         
         
         
         
         To the uninitiated, a nail necklace might seem like no big deal for a huge goateed guy with a hard edge; you might consider it the quintessential accessory for rockers and metalheads. But I already knew in my heart what this nail was.

         
         
         
         
         This big-ass nail was a tribute to the agony of Our Lord and Savior.

         
         
         
         
         Thousands of undereducated zealots had adored Mel Gibson's cinematic presentation of the Passion of Christ. Moviegoers had rushed out to pay $16.99 for "Authentic Nail Necklaces," fondly believing that the square-headed nail of the Turin Shroud kerfuffle confirmed Christ's divinity. These were the same folks who, a decade earlier, had dared people with their eyes to ask them what their bracelet meant-WWJD, What Would Jesus Do? I was so embarrassed when I saw the nail that I couldn't even look at my new friend. Should I head back to my car and pretend that the Mixed Nuts Encounter had never happened? Should I go forward and tell him that this was a mistake? WWJD? WJSDAOL? (Would Jesus Sit Down and Order a Latte?)

         
         
         
         
         That's what I did anyhow. And, wow, I liked him. The rocker, not Jesus. I liked his simple declarations. He'd been married twice; his daughter was dating a convict; God had granted his prayer for sobriety on March 12, 2001. He attended a church called Faith Now. Faith Now, I learned, had something called an Affliction Ministry Team.

         
         
         
         
         I was immediately reminded of the Salem witch trials, when a group of adult men and women who called themselves the Afflicted alleged that they were suffering from various forms of demonic harassment. History makes much of the group of young women accused of witchcraft, but it was the Afflicted who always held my attention.

         
         
         
         
         "Affliction Ministry Team? Really?" I leaned a fraction closer.

         
         
         
         
         "The team is called in whenever there's a situation involving spiritual affliction," Mitch told me.

         
         
         
         
         "Demons, you mean?"

         
         
         
         
         "Demons, sure," said Mitch, "but also afflictions with substance abuse. Or depression."

         
         
         
         
         I smiled at the thought of the Affliction Ministry Team, dressed in short-sleeved shirts and ties and carrying corduroy Bibles with pockets on the front cover, showing up on our doorstep to exorcise my husband's depression. Nothing could have made Nick destroy more furniture faster. And what a pottymouth Nick had! He could swear up the bluest streak I personally have ever heard: "Jesusmotherfuckingchrist on a damn melba toast with a two-minute egg!" he'd shout. This outburst would no doubt have sealed the deal for the Affliction Team, more evidence that Satan's minions were abroad and active in the world.

         
         
         
         
         "I gotta tell you, Mitch, I don't believe in an external evil entity like Satan."

         
         
         
         
         "Why not?"

         
         
         
         
         "I think Satan is a dodge," I said. "It gives us someone to blame for the evil that we create."

         
         
         
         
         "Then who do you think is powering those Ouija boards?"

         
         
         
         
         "What Ouija boards?" I asked, looking around, hoping for one nearby.

         
         
         
         
         "Those Ouija boards you play when you're a teenager in Frankie Versalini's basement."

         
         
         
         
         Tasty! "Tell me about that," I invited. As an obedient Mennonite, I had respected the injunction not to tamper with the supernatural. Even now at age forty-three, I'd never seen a Ouija board in real life. Here's what I've gathered from odd Ouija-related tidbits over years of general reading: The Ouija presents as a board game printed with the alphabet and numbers. There's some kind of pointer device on which all players are asked to rest their hands. From there I imagine the game proceeds like a nineteenth-century séance: dimmed lights, a spooky feeling, an invocation to summon supernatural forces or dead friends. The device is supposed to channel a disembodied element, which may or may not have an urgent message from the great beyond. If this supernatural entity does have such a message, it allegedly spells out the message using the letters and numbers on the board. Why it doesn't state its business out loud I do not know. Maybe it is shy. Maybe this supernatural entity is an introvert, passing us a note as in third grade.

         
         
         
         
         Since the players' hands must physically rest on the Ouija board at all times, it would be impossible to tell just who is conveying the urgent message. Poltergeist? The spirit of Houdini? Your buddy across the table? Your own psyche? Following the pointer as it moves from one letter to the next must be an intensely slow, suspenseful process. A letter-by-letter spelling out of a ghostly message is a faithful reflection of the way we seek to impose meaning on chaos. Funny to have a board game, banned and censored for centuries, whose very punch line is the literal act of reading. You have to decode a message from the great beyond, the perfect metaphor for how we interpret those parts of ourselves that we cannot understand. Or that we don't want to understand.

         
         
         
         
         "I'm sorry to say that me and Frankie played with a Ouija board," said Mitch, "and I've prayed that nothing bad stuck to me from it. I've prayed that prayer ever since I found the Lord on June 19, 2000."

         
         
         
         
         "What would stick to you, for instance?"

         
         
         
         
         "I don't know, and I don't want to know. Some bad vibe."

         
         
         
         
         I tried to picture this. "A bad vibe that gets on you and stays on you, like a piece of toilet paper permanently trailing on your shoe?"

         
         
         
         
         He frowned. "Except that a piece of toilet paper on your shoe isn't evil. It's just toilet paper."

         
         
         
         
         "Touché," I said. Mitch's assertion had a ring of fresh truth to it, and I liked it so much I repeated it. "Toilet paper isn't evil."

         
         
         
         
         "As Christ-followers, we're not supposed to even open the door to evil."

         
         
         
         
         "Because evil might wedge its foot in there, like a fifties salesman?"

         
         
         
         
         "You like to compare stuff to other stuff, don't you?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm a writer," I apologized.

         
         
         
         
         "I will always remember the day when Frankie Versalini brought out his sister's Ouija board in his basement. The thing went wild. It moved around a lot, wildlike, all over the thing." Mitch shook his head at the memory of the thing going wild on the thing.

         
         
         
         
         "Did it spell out a message?"

         
         
         
         
         "No. But it sure moved around. Me and Frankie weren't doing it, I swear. You ever do anything like that?"

         
         
         
         
         I liked the idea of the thing gone wild, of some kind of urgent longing to communicate coupled with an inchoate inability to do so. It had a message, dammit! But it couldn't quite articulate it! Or maybe the message was that there is some ineffable longing, some core need or pain, that can never be articulated. It spins our thing on the thing, and we are helpless before its frenzy.

         
         
         
         
         This may have been my oddest first date of all time. Usually people exchange information about their careers, their families, their politics. Here we were revealing chinks in our spiritual armor. I was so floored that when Mitch suggested a walk down the street to a little café, I realized I couldn't not have lunch with him. This man and I were destined to have lunch. First the nuts and now the chink.
         

         
         
         
         
         But here's the best part. As we began walking down the street, I suddenly spotted my friends Alba and Raoul having lunch at an outdoor café just ahead. We were going to walk directly past them, which meant that I would be forced to introduce them to Mitch. I hadn't seen this couple since the spring before in Bologna, when they were visiting Lola. Alba, like Lola and me, had grown up Mennonite, and although she had broadened her horizons, she still cherished her community of origin. Alba and Raoul had heard about the divorce; naturally they would be interested to see what kind of a man I was now with. Alba was a cognitive therapist who did trauma counseling in developing countries. Raoul was a plastic surgeon who traveled with Doctors without Borders to perform cleft-palate surgeries. This was going to be sticky.

         
         
         
         
         We hugged. I introduced Mitch, mentally willing him not to inquire about the status of my friends' salvation. The four of us small-talked for five minutes. So far, so good. Just as I was exhaling a breath of relief, thinking we were going to emerge from the encounter unscathed, Alba focused on the big-ass nail.

         
         
         
         
         "I have a nail like that," she said. "It's from my great-grandfather's barn. When we moved it onto our property, we saved some of the old nails."

         
         
         
         
         "We made some groovy paperweights out of them," said Raoul. "That barn was originally built in 1850."

         
         
         
         
         "1860," Alba corrected. "It was right after Garibaldi met with Victor Emmanuel at Teano." She turned to Mitch. "What's the story on your nail?"
         

         
         
         
         
         This was where the demonic juju that had stuck to Mitch jumped to my own shoe, metaphorically speaking.

         
         
         
         
         "My nail is the nail in the hands and feet of Jesus. He was crucified for our sins."

         
         
         
         
         "Oh," said Alba, embarrassed.

         
         
         
         
         "It's not the actual nail, though," said Mitch. "This nail is a replica."

         
         
         
         
         "Right," said Raoul.

         
         
         
         
         "Good to have run into you two!" I exclaimed brightly. "I'll be here for a couple of months. We should do lunch!"

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         

         

         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         I saw a different side of California culture when I was with Alba and Raoul. Usually I hooked up with them in Europe; this was the first time I was seeing their new house in the States. Their son, Holden, was a big boy now, three years old, in the process of being promoted from Cub to Dragon at his expensive day-care facility.

         
         
         
         
         When I arrived for an overnighter, Holden ran up to meet me and demanded a surprise. I proffered a sheet of dinosaur stickers, which he accepted with pleasure. These he laboriously affixed to the wainscoting of Alba and Raoul's 1912 Craftsman bungalow. The next hour, and every subsequent hour, Holden greeted me with the same question, "Rhoda, do you have a surprise for me?" I had planned three surprises for my overnight stay: the dinosaur stickers, a can of Silly String, and a magic washcloth. But I had no more surprises. And to tell the truth, I was beginning to find the whole demand-and-supply thing a little fatiguing. Holden always began to shriek and whine when I apologized that no, I didn't have any more surprises. To give, that is. Once I did receive a surprise. A kick to the shin.

         
         
         
         
         Alba and Raoul, seasoned parents by now, were unperturbed by their son's behavior. If Holden's howling outburst was especially dramatic, they might observe conversationally to their boy, "Caro, sometimes people won't give you a surprise." Then they would turn to each other or to me and simply resume the thread of adult discourse.

         
         
         
         
         Both Alba and Raoul had known Nick very well indeed, and they were united in their efforts to make me feel better. I'd been suffering from an ongoing sense of impaired judgment. Just why was it, I wondered, that an ostensibly self-aware woman had remained for fifteen years in a marriage with a man who didn't love her? Had Nick ever loved me? If so, when had he stopped? And why was it important to know that? Raoul said, "Hey, we were there too, remember? Of course Nick loved you. In his way. Bipolarity can be pretty damn charming. We fell in love with Nick, too. Don't beat yourself up over this."

         
         
         
         
         "What you need," said Alba firmly, "is to get out there again. It's been eight months. Unless you count the guy with the Jesus nail."

         
         
         
         
         "Not exactly eight," I said. I explained about the interlude with the pothead.

         
         
         
         
         "The pothead doesn't count," she said. "That was just to show you that you still know how to kiss. What I'm talking about is really getting out there and meeting a guy you have something in common with. You know, a man who will appreciate you. A man you don't have to call the police on." Alba was remembering the time I had called the police on Nick: January 3, 2001. I sound like Mitch, I thought. How lame is it that this date is etched so firmly in my memory?

         
         
         
         
         Alba proposed that I tag along to a couple openings and concerts. Between her and Raoul, they knew everybody.

         
         
         
         
         One evening the four of us were going to an art opening. Alba and Raoul believed that children rise to the level of social intercourse we model for them; they insisted that children deserve exposure to the fine arts from infancy. If tots fill their pants, fuss, or throw raging tantrums in public, so be it. Thus they take Holden everywhere. Alba theoretically allowed Holden one sweet per day, and he had already had a chocolate-chip cookie earlier that afternoon. (By "one," I mean "four.") Yet Holden was pitching such a royal hissy that on the way to the gallery Raoul stopped and bought him some Pop Rocks.

         
         
         
         
         At the opening, I was conversing with an artfully disheveled hipster: shaggy hair, intriguing stubble, Dries Van Noten pinstripes, flip-flops. The hipster was name-dropping a list of bands and famous musicians whose cachet was lost on me for two reasons. One was that throughout my fifteen-year marriage my husband had been the one obsessed with music. He had seen it as his job to determine what we liked and listened to. At every dinner party it was he who decided what jazz, and when. The other reason was that, as a native Mennonite, I had so little knowledge of the 1960s, '70s, and '80s, that it seemed easier for everybody if I just backed out of music altogether.

         
         
         
         
         I rarely approached the formidable wall of CDs, alphabetized in meticulous splendor. Most of the time I preferred the full sound of silence. Sometimes I hummed German hymns while cooking or cleaning, but very quietly, because Nick loathed anything religious, and he moreover wanted me to distance myself from what he called my Betty Crocker origins. But I like to cook and clean, and housework sometimes puts me in the mood for an old-fashioned hymn. Once a sympathetic girlfriend in grad school had given me an Andy Griffith CD of old gospel hymns. I kept it hidden inside a silicone oven mitt for long culinary projects when Nick wasn't home. Is it just me, or is there something richly satisfying about filling jam jars as you pick up the alto to "In the Sweet By and By"? Poor Nick-I always felt bad that I summoned so little interest in contemporary music.

         
         
         
         
         So the hipster's name-dropping was lost on me. I had the sense that he might be a bit of a gasbag. Then again, he could have been a famous producer. What did I know? Either way, he wasn't particularly interesting to me. Beautiful people were gliding in random patterns, holding their pomegranate martinis. Suddenly, just over this man's shoulder, I became aware of Raoul among the glitterati. Raoul had a big blue Pop Rock clinging to the corner of his lip.

         
         
         
         
         I made eye contact and brushed helpfully at my mouth. Raoul squinched his face as if to say, "Huh?" Okay, Plan B. I offered the internationally recognizable expression Dude, There's Something on Your Face. But this time he mouthed, "What?" Still pretending to listen to what Band Guy was saying, I whispered, "Pop Rock!" to Raoul, who finally took a tardy swipe at his lip.

         
         
         
         
         But Band Guy thought I had been talking to him. All confidence and charisma, he said, "Pop Rock? Ahhh, yes, I heard them last summer at the Roxy. I had a backstage pass."

         
         
         
         
         Don't get me wrong; I do love the cognoscenti. There's always a white scholar who identifies as black. There's always a cocktail with a retro ingredient such as Tang. There's always a conceptual artist whose preferred medium is her own menstrual blood. There's always an endive involving ginger chutney and a dance troupe that refuses to do any actual dancing. There's always somebody earnestly saying, "Subjected, like productive, is deceptive in that it can be quickly defined, but is not so quickly discussed because of the variant ways in which the definition can be interpreted." There's always a fashion-forward woman in a maroon dress, carrying a big matching Vidalia onion as an accessory. Then when you go home afterward, there's always a malapropistic nanny singing, "Row, row, row your boat, gently down the street."
         

         
         
         
         
         These things are pleasures to behold. If I can't have a good time at such a function, I can at least laugh about it. But for some reason I couldn't plug in this time. I don't know why. Maybe it's because I too closely associated this world with my marriage.

         
         
         
         
         One afternoon I was looking after Holden in Alba's courtyard. Raoul was in China performing cleft-palate surgeries, Alba was at Pilates, and the nanny was getting a pedicure. It was one of those perfect California late afternoons, warm enough to make me seek the shade of the jasmine-laden pergola. Holden was amusing himself with two drumsticks and an electronic keyboard that offered a choice of percussive rhythms. He had selected a techno beat, which was still playing at the loudest volume even when he left it on the step to approach me under the pergola. I dreaded what I knew was coming.

         
         
         
         
         "Rhoda," he said with awful quietness, "do you have a surprise for me?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm sorry, Holden, but I don't."

         
         
         
         
         His face reddened and squalled. Just like that, his cheer was gone. He began to sob, whacking his little drumsticks on the post of the pergola. "YOU DIDN'T GIVE ME A SURPRISE!!!" he wailed. He was twisting and whacking like a tiny Tasmanian devil, so I couldn't gather him up in my arms. "I WANT A SURPRISE!!!!"

         
         
         
         
         "So do I," I admitted.

         
         
         
         
         Poor Holden! Rhythm savant, whacker of sticks, kicker of shins! He bawled and twirled, and I just sat there. But a part of me recognized his dissatisfaction. On the steps the rhythm machine marched on, and I was catching techno snatches between sobs. Alba's heavy jasmine vine honeyed the air. How could a garden so beautiful be so filled with unhappiness, with a sense of loss for what we never had? "WHERE'S MY SURPRIIIIIIIIIIIIISE?" he shrieked, and as he churned there with fists balled and cheeks aflame, his pain swelled until he seemed the very incarnation of pathos. His whole body became a rigid whirling wild thing. He was the emissary of us all, we who felt we had not received our due, we who felt the late afternoon of our lives stung with fury and with sorrow.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         TEN
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            The Trump Shall Sound

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         My mother suggested a visit to a feeble senior who was recuperating from pneumonia. She proposed that we bring Mrs. Leona Wiebe a plate of fresh Zwiebach and my mother's own signature calling card, a miniature jar of homemade strawberry jam: "Just a taste, that's why the container is so small. That way they don't feel like they have too much food in their little refrigerators." My mother's garage freezer housed hundreds of these personal-sized jams. They rose in military towers. She single-handedly kept two assisted-living facilities in the jam.
         

         
         
         
         
         When I first opened the door of her garage freezer and confronted the evidence of her largesse, I asked why she and my father needed so much jam.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh," she said. "I'm a deacon."

         
         
         
         
         "The position calls for jam?"

         
         
         
         
         "Well, you want to bring something to cheer those old ladies up. Homemade jam reminds them of the old days before jam got so fake. Who would eat store-bought jam when you could have the real thing? You should come along with me to visit old Mrs. Leona Wiebe. She's eighty-six," Mom added, as if that might be extra inducement.

         
         
         
         
         Actually, it was. I liked hanging out with the oldsters.

         
         
         
         
         "Is she mentally alert?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh yes! She wears a wig!"

         
         
         
         
         Note to self.

         
         
         
         
         Old Mrs. Leona Wiebe greeted us graciously in her frosty wig and carefully applied makeup. We had called right before coming to give her a chance to wig up, and Mrs. Leona Wiebe had done a splendid job. My own makeup should look so fierce.

         
         
         
         
         "Leona!" My mother gave her a shadow hug, careful not to squeeze those frail shoulders. "You've got your color back! When I saw you in the hospital, you were so pale. I thought, She's not long for this world!"
         

         
         
         
         
         "God is good," said old Mrs. Wiebe. "I've got my breath machine. I'm supposed to do it every hour on the hour, but it's too hard to remember when I'm in the middle of something else."

         
         
         
         
         "An incentive spirometer? Can you get the ball all the way up?" my mother asked, ever the nurse.

         
         
         
         
         "No, about halfway. But I can hold it there for six seconds. A little at a time, praise God! I hope to be back on the track soon."

         
         
         
         
         Behind Twilight Shores was the Mennonite university's track, a gorgeous facility. Finally healed enough to exercise, I ran there every morning. Under a flat blue California sky, that track invited dreamy distance, hot bright miles. I ran as if in a trance, loving the cry of peafowl from the nearby Havakian estate. It was my first sustained exposure to peafowl. They meowed portentously, like netherworldly cats. If I got there early enough, I'd meet Mr. and Mrs. Clarence Penner. Together they walked twelve slow laps every day, holding hands the entire time. The only thing that could have improved my experience on this track was to see old Mrs. Leona Wiebe clinging to the turf like a blonde spider.

         
         
         
         
         We sat down on her floral couch.

         
         
         
         
         "I just turned eighty-seven, praise God," she announced.

         
         
         
         
         "Many happy returns!" said my mother.

         
         
         
         
         I did some math in my head. "Calvin Coolidge was president when you were born," I said. "You must have been a young woman already during World War II. Sugar rations, boys in uniform."

         
         
         
         
         "No, dear," said Leona, legs elegantly crossed in their taupe slacks. "I lived in China in those days. What I remember are fearful times under General Chiang Kai-shek."

         
         
         
         
         I sat up straighter. "Oh! It must have been terribly dangerous for missionaries to be in China then!"

         
         
         
         
         "It was. We feared for our lives. All of us kids were born in China, and we spoke Chinese before English, so we understood what people were saying in the village. Our parents didn't; they had a translator, who always made things seem better than they were. But even so, my parents were scared. My parents put food and water at one end of our compound and then they brought in a lot of mud bricks we'd made. My father's idea was to build a false wall inside and to hide behind it, so the soldiers would never know we were there. The soldiers who served under Chiang Kai-shek hadn't been paid or fed properly, so they were breaking away to prowl around the country. They would sweep into a village and steal all the food and attack the women. Those were dreadful times."

         
         
         
         
         "Did the soldiers ever come into your compound?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Praise God, no. The Lord kept us from harm. But twice the soldiers terrorized the village, and we had to go into hiding. I remember once our security guard shouted down into our hiding place that we could stop praying. He said we were safe."

         
         
         
         
         "Were you?"

         
         
         
         
         "Well, we could hear a terrible ruckus coming up from the village, so we knew the soldiers were still there. My older sister Rebecca asked the security guard why he thought it was safe to come out. He said"-she leaned forward, bewigged and earnest-"that there were two angels on the wall." Her voice dropped to a holy hush.

         
         
         
         
         I had never actually met anyone who claimed an angel sighting, even a secondhand sighting. As far as I was concerned, angel sightings were not unlike alien kidnappings or Ouija juju on your shoe. Naturally Mrs. Leona Wiebe's story made me perk right up. In fact I couldn't have been any perkier. "Really?" I asked, jaw dropping. "Real live angels? Two of them?" Did they come in pairs? Mate like swans for life?
         

         
         
         
         
         "Two real live angels," confirmed Mrs. Leona Wiebe solemnly.

         
         
         
         
         "Were they-"

         
         
         
         
         "Well, we won't keep you," said my mother, frowning at me. "I brought you some Zwiebach and a taste of strawberry jam."

         
         
         
         
         "Thank you, my dear. I can't tell you how much I appreciate your visits. You're an angel yourself. If somebody had to see me in that state in the hospital"-she patted her wig-"I'm so glad it was you."

         
         
         
         
         Walking back home, I complained that Mom had cut me off just when it was getting good.

         
         
         
         
         "I don't think it's right to make fun of poor Leona," said my mother sternly. "She's entitled to a couple of angels on the wall."

         
         
         
         
         "I'd like a couple myself," I said. "I wasn't making fun of her. I just wanted to know what those angels were doing up there on the wall. Why weren't they down in the village, protecting the Chinese?"

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe the Chinese weren't praying."

         
         
         
         
         "Mo-om!" I said, stopping smack in the middle of the sidewalk, horrified. "Maybe there's something wrong with a religion that sends an angel to protect the Americans but lets the Chinese fend for themselves! I wonder what they were wearing."

         
         
         
         
         "The Chinese?"

         
         
         
         
         "The angels."

         
         
         
         
         "Old folks like Leona may be a bit literal in their beliefs, but God does work in miraculous and magnificent ways."

         
         
         
         
         "Mom," I said suspiciously, "are you trying to tell me you see angels too?"

         
         
         
         
         She laughed. "No. But there are powers and principalities. Speaking of cherry-plums, do you want to help me make Pluma Moos?"
         

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         My visit was drawing to a close, but my mother continued to surprise. One of the greatest surprises to proximate auditors was her contribution of hortatory flatulence. Loud and astonishing were her expostulations, like the speeches of Daniel Webster. These outbursts had become so frequent, yet so casual, that she no longer apologized. She treated them stoically, with great inclusivity and tolerance.

         
         
         
         
         My friend Lola, who is also afflicted with intestinal turbulence, once reported that she had been deeply embarrassed at a cultural evening at a villa in Bologna. Two Italian artists had followed her to the kitchen, where she began to replenish a tray of appetizers. She broke wind suddenly, audibly, primordially, in front of these men. They froze, staring. Poor Lola improvised. She shrugged, laughed, and said, "Che posso dire? Sono americana!" (Translation: What can I say? I'm American!) I relayed Lola's story to my mother, suggesting that every time my mother was caught in a situation of similar social rupture, she could shrug jauntily and blame it on her nation of origin. She could murmur, "So sorry! I'm Canadian!" or perhaps, "God save the queen!"

         
         
         
         
         One day in my last week in California we were at Kohl's inspecting bundt pans. There in front of several shoppers and a seeing-eye dog my mother sounded the clarion call to all rogue farts-so rich, so specific, so thunderous, that really it was almost prophetic. This was the Moses of all farts, a leader of its kind. The trump shall sound! It shall rouse us to action! I could not believe that my own mother had produced such a remarkable acoustic effect. In public.

         
         
         
         
         Mom always reminded me of the virtuous woman in Proverbs 31, the one whose worth is far above rubies. She had other things in common with that woman, too. "The Virtuous Woman," I remarked, thinking of Proverbs, "girdeth her loins with strength."

         
         
         
         
         "I wouldn't talk," my mother said ominously. "You're half Canadian, you know." Then she added one more junior fart, as if for emphasis. She always gets the last word.

         
         
         
         
         The Kohl's incident seemed curiously linked to my mother's interactions with frail bewigged Mrs. Leona Wiebe. Mom's stoicism regarding the body and all its functions was really almost Christian in its ideation of openness and transparency. What the rest of us considered malfunctions of the body-death, disease, crippling intestinal turbulence-she rather interpreted as functions of a normal body. She talked about death as she spoke about life, matter-of-factly, with that benign enthusiasm so out of place in this world. She had announced to Mrs. Leona Wiebe that in the hospital the latter had looked just awful. "Not long for this world" were her exact words. That would be among the last things I'd say on a visit to an invalid, yet from my mother's mouth these words seemed oddly comforting, as if there were indeed a time for all things under the sun. Likewise, the failure to excuse oneself for explosive gas is, to most Americans anyway, a shocking breach of etiquette. But in my mother this behavior adverted to an acknowledgment that the manners we seek are not necessarily the manners we have. There was a refreshing honesty about that . . . though I swear on a stack of corduroy Bibles that no matter how much I like the woman, I will not be emulating her behavior in Kohl's.
         

         
         
         
         
         I spent some time reflecting on what it would mean to be a virtuous woman in this day and age. My mother, bless her, didn't really count; she was a virtuous woman from another age. Mary Loewen Janzen would have given the angelic nineteenth-century Marmee from Little Women a run for her money. Both Marmee and my mother healed the sick, clothed the poor, and took jam to the indisposed. Both offered free babysitting for struggling young mothers. Both called on their medical knowledge to minister and heal. Both went around in a shawl and a big cartwheel hat, if you count Friday mornings, when my mother volunteered as a docent at the Meux Home Museum. Both sewed, and sang, and served the Lord. Perhaps prim corseted Marmee did not pass whipcrack gas, or freeze a seeing-eye dog in its tracks, but in many respects she and my mother were similarly virtuous.
         

         
         
         
         
         I suppose a sensible way to gauge virtue is to examine how the virtuous behave when things disappoint them. I'm sure my mother wishes-prays!-that I had a spiritual home in a church, even a non-Mennonite church. I'm thinking that she might even prefer a charismatic, tongue-talkin', faith-healin' gospel church to none at all. But, like Marmee, she has always backed her daughters up, always supported us, always welcomed us into her home with open arms, no matter what choices we've made. And we've made some strange choices, Hannah and I. That steadfast acceptance does seem to hark back to former centuries, at least to the hagiographic literature thereof.

         
         
         
         
         What about virtue in the twenty-first century, however? I wondered if virtue, like virginity, no longer even existed in the conceptual realm. In the Western world, virginity has gone the way of butter churns and lard sandwiches. That is, virginity still technically exists in the form of folks who have not initiated sexual activity. But the old definition of virgin as a pure young woman, unsullied by knowledge of sex, is no longer with us. I may have been the last virgin. Nowadays even folks who are not sexually active know about sex. Virginity is therefore a changed creature altogether. Virtue is like that. Knowing what we know about human nature, would we even want to return to those days when we believed morality was simple, when goodness was something you learned at Marmee's knee?
         

         
         
         
         
         Consider how impossible it is, for example, to aspire to the role of virtuous woman when professional commitments dramatically interfere with jam delivery to oldsters. Consider what happens when scholarship and education expose many of the assumptions of organized religion as intellectually untenable. Belief in literal angels, for instance, is something I am not prepared to endorse. Yet I cannot deny the genuine warmth my mother seems to radiate-indeed, that all these Mennonites seem to radiate. It's clear that this Mennonite community is the real deal. They really do try to practice what they preach.

         
         
         
         
         It has been many years since I absented myself from the Mennonite church. I made lifestyle choices that would have been insupportable for this conservative community. Lord, if they had a problem with Mrs. Ollenburger's liposuction, imagine what they would have said about my marrying an atheist! Moreover, in addition to my marital defiance, there was the shocking fact that in my early twenties I declared myself free of body-related shame. This declaration translated to studded black minis, enormous hair, fuchsia lipstick, and preposterously high Manolos. I once wore such an ensemble to accept a senior award at a Mennonite college. It seemed an eloquent gesture at the time.

         
         
         
         
         When I was a young woman, the Mennonites would have recoiled with fear and loathing before the thought of a female pastor, and even now I know of a Mennonite provost who very recently had to be "persuaded" to hire a female theologian as part of an academic faculty. There were those, like my father, who believed that the church would move forward in time. But in my opinion the Mennonite church was already a good fifty years behind the civil rights movement, and I wasn't in the mood to wait around. Nor could I stomach the Mennonite position on homosexuality ("Hate the sin, love the sinner!") or abortion ("Judge the mother, love the baby!").
         

         
         
         
         
         The third deal breaker, as if I needed another, was Christianity's traditionally narrow definition of salvation. Buttressed with a black-and-white vision of heaven and hell as literal places, salvation was like an airline ticket sandbagged by black-out days. You could be saved only if you Accepted Jesus into Your Heart, preferably with tears, testimony, two weeks at Heartland Christian Camp, and a corduroy Bible with a pocket that you had embroidered with, let's say, Shasta daisies. Thus, in one dramatic assertion, all practitioners of competing world religions were damned. They had strayed onto the high arid plains of perdition. (Hence the collective Mennonite interest in the Chaco.)

         
         
         
         
         My parents had always modeled commitment-to each other, to their word, to their church, even to the lane they had chosen to drive in. When things got sticky, did Christ-followers bail out and change their minds? That's nutso! When there was dissension in the church body, did they up and leave the church? In their dreams, maybe! In spite of my criticisms, I might have been able to treat church membership like a fifteen-year marriage with problems I'd really prefer not to address. I might have stayed, and stayed, and stayed. I might have shut my eyes to all that was not right. But something happened to chase me away.

         
         
         
         
         I applied for seminary.

         
         
         
         
         You may be thinking, Are you profoundly retarded? Or, if you are more tactful: Are you partially retarded? But hey, I was in my twenties at the time, fresh from my first master's degree. Applying to seminary may seem like a strange choice for someone who would later feel lasting pleasure in an alliance with a pottymouthed atheist, but there was something deeply attractive to me about seminary. Oh, I never intended to become a pastor or a theologian, like my father. I was thinking of the masters of divinity as a luxury degree, the way writers today often conceive of a graduate degree in creative writing: two glorious years of reading and scribbling, with no guarantee of employment at the other end, and all for the bargain price of forty thousand dollars! I hadn't ruled out the existence of a God. I still don't. In fact, I'm gonna come right out and admit that I believe in God. I have always loved the beautiful, mysterious power of the Bible, its lethal history, its toxic charm. I adored the idea of learning Hebrew and Greek. I longed for sustained study with other students who were also humbled by the power of creation, by the ineluctable search for meaning in a broken world.
         

         
         
         
         
         Anyhoo. After having done my homework on the various Protestant denominations, and after learning exactly where each stood on the hermeneutical issues most important to me, I decided to apply to a Mennonite seminary. Go figure: I ended up really liking the Mennonites' position on global peacemaking, though I must say that I was still uneasy about their unstated intention to evangelize the Chaco. Robert Frost would have loved me. There I stood at a crossroads. Down one path, and I'd become a full-on, flat-out Mennonite. There'd be prayer chains in my future, and ruffled skirts, and a perm, and corduroy Bibles, and children whom I would raise up in the way they should go. I would marry a man with bad hair, and we would pray before meals, and together we would advocate for "liturgical movement" during the worship service. Down the other path, and I'd never be able to look back. I stood there hemming and hawing, like Lot's wife, who sadly never got the chance to memorize the Frost poem for extra credit.

         
         
         
         
         Seminary, dammit! I was on the cusp of dropping the S-bomb on all my friends when I received a letter from the one other woman who was then enrolled in the seminary. Being Mennonite, the seminary did not enroll many women. Although the Mennonites had not passed a rule against the study of theology by women, at that time there was still no future for women in church leadership. I never met the author of this letter in person, but she changed my life forever.

         
         
         
         
         This woman, let's call her Esther, had heard that the seminary had admitted one other woman. Esther was excited! She was promising to work with me in sisterly solidarity! We would mentor each other! For six handwritten pages Esther took artless swipes at the patriarchy. She was like a sincere kitten ambushing your ankle as you walk by the couch-adorable! Sporty-fresh! She would lift me up in prayer! Then she signed off with a Bible verse and a smiley face, under which she had drawn a cute dove holding an olive branch in its bill. The word agape was used, an early Christian Greek term to denote brotherly-or in this case sisterly-love.
         

         
         
         
         
         The next day I applied to twelve grad schools instead.

         
         
         
         
         My father recently told me a story that probably appears in one of his sermons. He described two World War II buddies who had become great friends. When one of them was killed in combat, the other risked life and limb to bring his friend's body to a Catholic priest in a French village. But before the friend could be buried in the little churchyard, the priest had to ask him an important question. Was the deceased a Catholic? The soldier shook his head-"No, that is, I'm not sure. I don't think he was a religious man." The soldier had to leave but vowed one day he'd return to pay respects to his friend's grave.

         
         
         
         
         Years later, the ex-soldier made his way back to the little village and found the old church. He wasn't a man of faith himself, but he had since understood that his friend would not have qualified for burial inside the churchyard. Burial inside the churchyard was for Catholics only. The churchyard fence had historically symbolized the boundaries of the Kingdom of Heaven. The ex-soldier therefore searched the perimeter of the churchyard, seeking his friend's grave marker outside the fence. But he couldn't find it. Finally he tracked down the same priest into whose care he had entrusted his friend's body so many years ago. The priest remembered him and led him to a gravesite that was surprisingly inside the fence.

         
         
         
         
         "But my friend wasn't Catholic! I thought he had to be buried outside the fence!" exclaimed the ex-soldier.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yes," said the priest. "But I scoured the books of church law. I couldn't find anything that said we couldn't move the fence."

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         We all have our own ways of dealing with grief and pain. We might find succor in the thought of angels on the wall, guarding us, us especially, in our moment of travail. We might find comfort in the idea of comforting others, as my mother does. But what if there is no comfort? What if an angel atop the wall is the very last thing you'd imagine? If there was an angel on the wall, Nick's brother Flip never saw it. Flip dealt with his grief and pain by killing himself.

         
         
         
         
         My in-laws didn't attend the funeral, interpreting Flip's suicide as a ploy for pity from a solipsistic slacker. By the logic of their brand of Christianity, Nick's parents didn't know what to do with a son who had committed suicide. They believed that suicides, like unbelievers, went to hell. (I recently learned that some Canadian Mennonite churches buried suicides outside the fence as late as the 1950s.) Nick and I could never quite wrap our minds around his parents' response to their son's death. Given the anguish that drives suicidal depression, how could anyone who has not suffered it wave a self-righteous banner of judgment and damnation?

         
         
         
         
         Flip was Nick's closest sibling. Flip had made mistakes. He'd become a parent knowing full well that he was too depressed to be a good or even an adequate father. Wrapped in his own misery and despair, he was incapable of the simple practiced presence that love demands. Flip couldn't be there for anyone. He couldn't listen. He couldn't even communicate his own wants and needs to those who cared for him. Like so many people who suffer from severe depression, he couldn't keep a job; he couldn't stay on his meds. Bouncing from one bad job to the next, he lost everything along the way. He was fired once for some unprofessional behavior we were never able to identify. His wife left him; subsequent girlfriends left him. Finally, at age forty-two, he downed a bottleful of antidepressants, asphyxiating in a puddle of his own vomit, kneeling before a toilet in a cheap hotel. A man's life in one paragraph.

         
         
         
         
         Nick and I were horrified when his parents accused Flip of selfishness. And we were stunned when the larger Christian discourse found Flip guilty of insufficient faith; we actually heard well-meaning Christians say that if only Flip had been able to put his trust in God, the tragedy of his death could have been prevented. One church leader went so far as to suggest that since Flip had elected to live a hell on earth, he had made for himself a hell in the hereafter. We were simply blown away by the idea that a man's psychic hell would follow him beyond the grave. Whatever Flip had done or failed to do, the very least he deserved was our compassion and love.

         
         
         
         
         It was easy for me to show compassion and understanding for Flip's suffering, since Flip had never hurt me personally. But it is much harder to show compassion and understanding when we are the ones being hurt directly, when the wrecking ball of someone else's misery takes us down, too.

         
         
         
         
         In the months before Nick left me, when his behavior became more desperate, I practiced neither compassion nor understanding. I went numb with shock. And the thaw has been a long slow business. It is tempting to make categorical, sweeping statements about Nick. He used me because he never loved me. He left me because he's gay. He cheated because he's cruel. All of these statements would let me off the hook for my own complicity in the failure of our marriage. Also, none of the above statements has the merit of being true. Nick loved me as much as he was able, while he was able. Nor did he ever conceal his bisexuality from me; I entered my marriage with full knowledge that Nick had dated a man before he moved in with Julia, the woman he was with for eight years before he met me. And anybody who's taken Psych 101 knows that cruel behavior is more often a symptom than a cause.
         

         
         
         
         
         Like Flip, Nick did what he thought he had to do. Like Flip, Nick made a choice that resulted in an ending, maybe even a new beginning. Both choices reflected ways to conceptualize healing, born of desperation and unhappiness so great there was no adequate language to express the pain. I don't want to end up like Nick's parents, who blamed their son for hurting them with his suicide. And I especially don't want to end up like one of those bitter divorcees who can't forgive their exes for cheating. I know a woman who is still holding on to her feelings of betrayal after twenty-two years! Self-pity has hardened her face; even her eyes seem wary behind their Botox, like children peeking out of an empty house. This woman's world has been steadily shrinking, and now it's the size of a martini glass. What she wants to talk about after all these years is how badly her husband treated her two decades ago. He did treat her badly, no doubt about it. But her ex-husband has spent his twenty-two years learning and changing and growing. He has tardily become a good father and a loving partner while she keeps injecting her syringe of paralysis into the same wrinkle, over and over and over. Are there not other ways to process abandonment than through the lens of our own victimization and anger?
         

         
         
         
         
         There's a sad suicide story I remember from Sunday-school days. A guy named Ahithophel gave King David some wise advice that the king ignored. Ahithophel was a big cheese in the world of political counseling, sort of like a Condoleezza to the king. Ahithophel had a sex bomb of a granddaughter, and she looked even better naked. The sex bomb granddaughter was named Bathsheba. In a nutshell, Ahithophel's advice to the king was: Back off Bathsheba. And P.S., Your Highness, don't go murdering Bathsheba's husband just so you can boink her. King David weighed this advice very carefully, but, being king, he chose to ignore it. This is a political pattern we sometimes see among presidents of large capitalist nations.

         
         
         
         
         On the one hand, there was advice from a counselor who had proven trustworthy over the years. On the other hand, there was Bathsheba's really luscious bottom. When King David made his choice, Ahithophel tried to hatch a desperate but lame plot to kill him. Ahithophel even volunteered to murder King David himself. We nod at what comes next: yup, sometimes convoluted military coups have a way of backfiring. When the plot to overthrow the king failed, Ahithophel went home, put his house in order, and hanged himself.

         
         
         
         
         Here's the punch line. We are told several times that poor Ahithophel was a godly counselor. Whenever he spoke, "it was as if God were speaking through him." What was a godly counselor doing plotting murder and treason, even if he had good reason? Even if he was hurt, grieving for his beloved granddaughter?
         

         
         
         
         
         I think the answer is best phrased in the form of another question, as on Jeopardy: Who knows? Who knows how we can be both good and bad, both hurt and hurtful? The answer is that none of us knows how. None of us knows why. All we can agree on is the fact that the human condition is constituted by wild vacillations between altruism and nefarity, between kindness and cruelty. One moment we're opening our hearts and our wallets to hurricane victims; the next we're torturing prisoners of war and laughing about the photographs with our friends. Of course, when our badness breaks the law and infringes on the civil rights of others, we deserve incarceration, if only to keep folks safe from our depredations. But by and large most of our injurious actions do not break the law. No, most of them create the kinds of hurt that are legal: deceptions, betrayals, infidelities. And since even the most virtuous among us displays this adiaphorous morality, what if we agreed just to let people be who they are, since we can't change them anyway?
         

         
         
         
         
         I used to think that virtuous people, for instance nuns, or even my mother, existed as a kind of Darwinian opposite to pederasts and serial killers. I suspected nuns were the recipients of a genetic gift basket featuring predetermined goodness, in the same way that some folks seem blessed with a natural aptitude for drawing in charcoal. Then, in addition to the genetic gift basket, the stars aligned in a confluence of beatitude, causing environmental forces to help out. Would my mother have been so nice if she hadn't been reared in a simple community, innocent and underexposed? God knows nuns couldn't have many distractions in a convent, where soothing rituals purged the world of temptation.

         
         
         
         
         But I have come to believe that virtue isn't a condition of character. It's an elected action. It's a choice we keep making, over and over, hoping that someday we'll create a habit so strong it will carry us through our bouts of pettiness and meanness. Until recently I dismissed Niccolò Machiavelli's brutish philosophy that the ends justify the means, but lately I've begun to question that. If in the service of choosing virtuous behavior we need to practice some odd belief, where's the harm? Don't we all have our weird little rehearsals and rituals? Sure, from a ratiocinative point of view, the invention of angels on the wall seems an unlikely way to achieve virtue in praxis. Or take the case of the nuns. Insisting that you are the bride of Christ is pretty wacky, in my opinion. So is the bizarre corollary, giving up sex on purpose. Yet these choices, odd as they are, harm nobody. It seems to me that there are many paths to virtue, many ways of creating the patterns of behavior that result in habitual resistance to human badness.

         
         
         
         
         And let's just hypothesize: what if there are angels on the wall? To be sure, neither you nor I have seen them. But does that negate their existence? I can imagine a counterargument that might retort, "Well, neither have we seen zombies, and most of us are pretty sure that the utter absence of documentation regarding the undead makes a persuasive case that zombies do not exist." True. Yet I'd like to assert an important distinction between angels and zombies. (Hopefully I am not the first to do so!) The existence of angels adverts to the person of Jesus Christ, a real, living, breathing historical figure; whereas the existence of zombies does not attach to any real historical figure, unless you count Calvin Coolidge.

         
         
         
         
         At this stage of my life, I am willing to accept not only that there are many paths to virtue, but that our experiences on these varied paths might be real. We can't measure the existence of supernatural beings any more than we can control our partners. And anyhow, I don't want to measure supernatural beings or control my partner. What I want to measure, what I can control, is my own response to life's challenges. If my husband needs to dump me, fine. Let him. This is why I say: Let husbands ditch their wives for guys named Bob. Let Bob dump our husbands for reasons we still haven't heard. Let the angels promenade upon our walls. Let them sound the trump in public, crying, "Prepare ye the way of the Lord."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         ELEVEN
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            And That's Okay!

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         One afternoon before I left for the Mennonite left coast, I was simultaneously cooking and talking long-distance to my friend Alba. Ready to sauté some shallots, I added a Schulps of olive oil to a skillet. Since the broken clavicle prevented me from clamping the phone under my chin like a normal long-distance cook, I had to pour with the right hand and hold the phone with the left. Thus when I reached over to replace the bottle of olive oil among its fellows, the difficulty of holding the phone shorted my reach. I had to replace the olive oil with the front facing sideways. "Hang on a second," I said automatically to Alba, as I set the phone down to straighten out the cattywampus bottle.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then I realized what I was doing. Personally, I didn't care whether the front of the bottle was ninety degrees skewed. It was Nick who would have cared. And Nick wasn't there. I experimentally turned the bottle sideways again, to see how it felt to defy my husband's rage for order. Then I stared at the sideways bottle in brief but silent agitation. I'll be damned, I thought. I couldn't do it! Fifteen years cannot be rotated a quarter-turn to the left, just like that. I righted the bottle one more time. It was an eye-opening moment. For the first time I saw how very far I had been willing to go to accommodate Nick's anxiety. Since I liked things tidy, I'd always told myself we were in accord, we were thinking as one. But the nitpicky perfection he demanded was not what I would have aspired to. Whether Nick had been projecting his artistic eye on the minutiae of his environment or simply assuaging his anxiety by controlling me, all I now felt was a bemused sense of wonder at my need to accommodate. I had work to do, so much was clear.
         

         
         
         
         
         As soon as my friends learned that Nick had ditched me for a guy on Gay.com, the self-help books started pouring in. Some provided wise counsel. Some offered strong therapy. Some triggered new insights. And then there was The Language of Letting Go. This book was organized into daily meditations, directed to persons recovering from situations of codependency or addiction. This author was all about affirmation, eager to include everyone in her program of self-acceptance and positive change. Her desire to be inclusive and upbeat emerged in passages that I might paraphrase like this: "Sometimes, we feel confused and broken. Sometimes, we have a hard time leaving relationships that are hurtful. Sometimes, we do the hurting. Sometimes, we do the leaving. Sometimes, we are left. Sometimes, we leave and feel bad about it. Sometimes, we leave and feel good about it. And that's okay!" No matter what the list of our putative faults and self-destructive behaviors, the conclusion would always be some form of "And that's okay!" I imagined this advice uttered in the poignant, sincere tone of Barbara Walters. I loved this book very hard and tried to apply its many useful lessons to my life.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although I am not an addict, I am indisputably an idiot. Idiocy was nothing new to me. The breaking news on the self-help front was that I was also codependent. Over the years I had heard this term loosely and peripherally in women's magazines and on Oprah. But I had always dismissed it, on the grounds of overwhelming lameness. Now, I suddenly saw, I needed to give this word its due. Being codependent so surprised me that I was forced to consume an entire batch of chocolate-chip cookie dough with a salmon tartine chaser. And that's okay! It seemed clear that since I was now officially codependent, I could benefit from something like a twelve-step program. However, I had only a hazy idea of what a twelve-step program included.
         

         
         
         
         
         RHODA. Hi, my name is Rhoda, and I'm codependent.

         
         
         
         
         ALL. Helloooooo, Rhoda!!!

         
         
         
         
         RHODA. I love a man who left me for a guy he met on Gay.com. I've wasted most of my adult life caretaking his needs, paying his bills, and trying to meet his inhuman standards of perfection.

         
         
         
         
         ALL, scattered applause. That's okay!!
         

         
         
         
         
         None of the books my friends had given me described the twelve-step process. Since it turned out that I was also a passive-aggressive blamer, I was content to note their omission and move forward, making up my own twelve steps.

         
         
         
         
         Step One: Admit You Have a Problem

         
         
         
         
         Nick had baldly announced that he no longer cared what I said or did, and he demonstrated this so often that I was eventually forced to believe him, despite my Herculean effort to convince myself that underneath it all, he would continue to love me if I could just ride this one out. Bob, the lover from Gay.com, would call our house at all hours. Once he called at midnight when Nick and I were asleep. The phone was on my side, and I sleepily picked it up.

         
         
         
         
         "Hello?"

         
         
         
         
         "Uh, can I talk to Nick?"

         
         
         
         
         "This is Bob?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah."

         
         
         
         
         There it was: confirmation from the man of the hour. The man from Gay.com. In the flesh, ready to whack off, requesting the assistance of my husband. I handed the phone silently to Nick, who had tensed beside me. I rose, collected my tractable cat from the foot of the bed, grabbed my robe, and went downstairs to sob in the guest room. That was the last time we ever retired together to the same bed.

         
         
         
         
         Step Two: Sit Down at the Computer with

         
         
         Wild Medusa Hair

         
         
         
         
         It's comforting, sort of, that during the marriage, the man made a mighty exertion to love me. Fifteen years is a long haul to be in a relationship when you don't feel good about your partner. And he must have really loved me once. I don't know when he stopped. It's hard to gauge because, even when he did love me, his bipolarity subjected him to fits of manic contempt, during which he'd say things like a child, unfiltered, whatever thoughts crossed his mind. "I don't love you, I hate you!"

         
         
         
         
         One of the things that always mystified me was Nick's fault-finding, a chronic irascible nagging. He used to nitpick about so many little things, and then apologize, matter-of-factly blaming his overreactions on his bipolarity. He'd explode if I left a pair of earrings overnight on the bathroom counter; he'd rage if I sat down at the computer in the morning without having brushed my hair. We both agreed that these things should not be deal breakers in any relationship, but they galled Nick nonetheless.

         
         
         
         
         I always assumed that bipolar folks were missing some crucial fuse in their anger-management system-that their inner thermometer was set a shade too high. Two years out from my marriage, I now have a more useful perspective. After Nick left, I eventually began dating a man I liked but didn't love, and I finally have firsthand experience in those little sparks of irritation that ignite impatience. I'd never minded the little things in Nick's behavior; I'd never even noticed them. It was after Nick had left me that I learned the lesson: it's when you don't love somebody that you do notice the little things. Then you mind them. You mind them terribly.

         
         
         
         
         Step Three: Hide the Bike

         
         
         
         
         Let's say that you're dating the new guy, and you're about to give your first dinner party together. This man you're dating is a whimsical clutterbug, so you clear the clutter from his table and set it with the best stuff you can find in his antique sideboard. You fold the napkins just so, like elegant pup tents. You arrange a vase of gorgeous yellow forsythia for the sideboard. You bring in candles. Then you go upstairs to change because this man, a serious cook, has already finished the blancmange with honey and goat cheese. When you return, you note that your new guy has placed a miniature plastic bicycle smack in the middle of the tablecloth. Why this is you can't say. The plastic bicycle, about an inch and a half long, looks like a prize from a box of Cracker Jack.

         
         
         
         
         Now, if you are a nonconfrontational Mennonite woman who has been trained to communicate her needs and requests in terms of covert passive-aggressive questions, you might ask, "Sweetie, what's the story with this little plastic bicycle?" If, on the other hand, you are a Mennonite woman who has been working very hard at trying to be more assertive, you might go a step further: "Mister, I object to this small plastic bicycle, no matter that you received it as a door prize at an office party twelve years ago." It's too bad, though, that whatever you end up saying to the new guy, you're still nowhere near being able to say this: "Mister, I'd like to love you, because you are everything that is good and kind, and you play piano like a dream. But I will date you for a year and then break up with you."

         
         
         
         
         Step Four: Hide It, I Say!

         
         
         
         
         If I had loved this fabulous man, would I still have objected to the little bicycle? Probably. But the little bicycle would not have unleashed a tsunami of indignation, nor would it have seemed to affront the very foundations of dining etiquette. Now I know how poor Nick must have felt when I plopped down at the computer at 6:00 a.m., perfectly alert, with a cup of coffee. I had taken the trouble to press a pot of good coffee; I was chipper in the way of annoying morning people-why then would I neglect to brush my own hair? How could I so disrespect the aesthetics of domestic accord? It wasn't that I had tried and failed to brush my hair. It was that Nick had tried and failed to love me.

         
         
         
         
         Step Five: Get Some Colored Construction Paper

         
         
         
         
         When Nick left me shortly after the midnight call from Bob, one of the first things I did was call my realtor. I knew I couldn't afford the mortgage payments on my own, and I had to put my house on the market. Agitated but too frozen to cry, I sat numbly in my realtor's conference room, sketching the situation. Annike and I had become personal friends-not intimate, exactly, but our relationship was warmer than a professional acquaintance. Her assistant brought in a tray of ginger tea.

         
         
         
         
         When I had outlined the trajectory of recent events, Annike spoke slowly, out of the beautiful calm she always seemed to wear like a coat. "Let's not worry about the house for now. We're coming up on the winter months, and no one will be looking for a lake house until spring anyway. Just sit tight. Do you have an attorney?"

         
         
         
         
         I nodded. I had filed for divorce the day before.

         
         
         
         
         "What's her name?"

         
         
         
         
         "Cora Rypma."

         
         
         
         
         Annike nodded. "You're in good hands."

         
         
         
         
         "I don't want to screw him," I said, just to clarify. "It's not like-"

         
         
         
         
         "I understand," Annike said. "Of course not." She took a serene breath. "Rhoda, there's something you need to read." She got up and excused herself. "I'll be back in a minute."

         
         
         
         
         I was expecting a legal document, or maybe a pamphlet on how not to be a dummy when filing for divorce. Instead, when she came back a few minutes later, she pressed into my hand a paperback book on feng shui.

         
         
         
         
         I dutifully read and followed the book on feng shui. Why not? It couldn't hurt. If Nick had been there-the old Nick, I mean-I would have read him passages that would have made us both howl. Instead I obediently arranged my rooms according to the book's schema; I divided the lake house into color-coded baguas, each replete with its own cluster of shapes and symbols. It was either rearrange my house or stare in front of the fire with my cat on my lap.
         

         
         
         
         
         The feng shui book urged me to scribble little notes to myself on construction paper of various colors. "I surround myself with healing vibrations!" "I no longer need and now release my love for Nick!" This went on through the weeks following my car accident, when I went rolling through my empty house on my office chair, battered and bruised. "I no longer need, and now release, this writhing mess of scar tissue on my legs!" "I no longer need, and now release, this piercing pain in my clavicle!" It was a long time before I found myself saying, "I no longer need, and now release, this book on feng shui!"

         
         
         
         
         Step Six: Grade Inflation

         
         
         
         
         The first Sunday after the accident, my friend Carla called and deadpanned, "Okay, don't go anywhere. I'm driving out there. We'll just sit and grade papers together. You want me to bring you anything from town?"

         
         
         
         
         "The New York Times. And some purple construction paper."
         

         
         
         
         
         Carla brought her knitting and her own grading and sat with me in front of the fire for three hours that afternoon. She made it clear that she would set her work aside if I wanted to talk. But I didn't want to. I wanted to be silent forever. I sat on the couch with my broken bones and my cat and a big stack of papers to grade, and I graded, exactly as if my life hadn't just crashed down on me. But I gave all the papers upbeat grades and positive comments. "Terrific topic sentence! I'm with you!" "Is it just me, or is this the strongest paper you've written?" "You had me at Since the dawn of time!"
         

         
         
         
         
         Step Seven: Polish Your Floor with Your Ass

         
         
         
         
         Because the lake house was forty-five minutes out of town, I didn't get many visits. Curiously, the isolation didn't bother me. For all my adult years I had been Urban Girl, and I was surprised that I wasn't scared out there in the middle of nowhere, in a sizable empty lake house. That year the first snows came heavily, big flakes falling into the lake like words into memory, heavy, irreclaimable. Even when my broken bones had healed enough for me to scooch down the stairs on my bottom, there was something mellow and tranquil about my painstaking movement through the house. I liked the deliberate way I had to negotiate the stairs, concentrating on not breathing too deeply, hunching my shoulder forward so as not to jar the clavicle. Roscoe, my cat, followed me everywhere on silent haunches, as if I needed a witness.

         
         
         
         
         Step Eight: Make Imprudent Purchases

         
         
         
         
         Still thinking of the book on feng shui, I burned all of Nick's letters and cards. I deleted all his files from my computer, especially the pictures of male genitals freely posted on Gay.com. Those, dear readers, were not hard to let go. I paged through every old photo album, removing every picture of him. These I hurriedly stuffed into an envelope and sent to a Chicago address before I could change my mind.

         
         
         
         
         Nick had always been opposed to framed photographs of loved ones as part of home decor, on the grounds that such photos were cheesy, low-rent, and sentimental. The one photo he let me display was a goofy little picture of me and Lola when we were kids. Now I saw a clear way to assert my independence. I wrote to Hannah and my mom, asking for copies of old photos, of family photos.

         
         
         
         
         Right around this time I had some poems published in Poetry. Unlike most of the fine-arts journals, Poetry actually pays. I knew I should take the money straight to my savings account, or use it for the medical bills that my insurance wouldn't cover. But I didn't do that. Instead I blew up one of the old photos and had it expensively framed. It's an old black-and-white snapshot from 1949 in which my mother and her sisters stand in a long line, dressed in identical Mennonite white blouses and dark skirts, with arms about each other's waists. The seven of them look like typical Loewens, with their round homely faces, their wide smiles as fresh as hoop cheese. They are lined up in order of age. My mother, the youngest, stands to the far left beside a blooming hollyhock.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the face of all that Mennonite sobriety, my mother had tied a wee white bow into her hair. None of the older sisters had bows. Just my mother. I studied that photograph for a long time, wondering if the essence of that little bow had come down to me in a genetic form. I inherited a flat ass, big hair, strong bones-why not a yearning to be pretty? The bow delivered an eloquent little argument: there had been a time when appearance was important to my mother. She had once wanted to be jaunty, different, even if only for a day. Over the years I and my siblings had settled into the inevitable acceptance of family roles. Aaron was the Smart One, Caleb the Athletic One, Hannah the Sensible One, and I the Vainglorious One. I was the one who majored in minor things. I was the one who spent time on foolish details. As a girl I had no way of knowing that Flaubert and van der Rohe had already argued what I secretly felt: God was in the details. I'd long acknowledged my debt to Flaubert, but now that wee white bow also suggested a debt to my mother. It was nice to think of her as a pioneer of aesthetics. She was Mennonite, but she was mine.

         
         
         
         
         Step Nine: Consider the Autoharp

         
         
         
         
         During those first weeks of crisis, Lola was e-mailing me every day, sometimes twice a day, from her seventeenth-century apartment in Bologna. Since my fingers were about the only part of me that felt fine, I briskly typed the entire narrative of the end of Nick's and my relationship, no detail left behind. My study looked out over a winter waterscape, a peaceful vista. The lake hadn't yet frozen entirely over, and sheets of ice would vanish into steel-gray holes in the middle of the lake. In the twilight the lights from the dam on the far shore would suddenly breathe life into the gathering gloom, and the tiny glowing pinpricks of light grew dear to me. They held a promise of succor and comfort, like Portia's candle in Measure for Measure: "How far that little candle throws his beams! So shines a good deed in a naughty world." At twilight I made sure to be in my study, typing to Lola and waiting for the naughty world to shine. Sometimes I whispered out loud, substituting Lola's name for the name of the almighty God, a snippet from the Holy Eucharist, "Almighty Lola, to you all hearts are open, all desires known, and from you no secrets are hid."
         

         
         
         
         
         And when I had come to the end of everything I had to say about Nick, I asked Lola what she was eating, wearing, reading, singing. "Tell me about your invisible mustache," I urged. Or, "What do you do in Bologna when you're in the mood for pot-stickers?" She answered every question, no matter how dull. She reported on freckles, furniture polish, her husband's sister's dinner parties. She discussed deodorant, ironing boards, and double-sided tape. She described in detail the impact and trajectory of the secondhand autoharp my mother had purchased in 1971. Mom had been disappointed when Hannah and I had categorically refused to learn how to play this autoharp. In 1971 we knew in our bones that the autoharp, along with everything it represented, was the zenith of uncool. My mother strummed it alone and singing, until she retired it to the garage, going back to the piano of our youth. One day Lola tardily surprised my mother by asking for this selfsame autoharp. This was the last time Lola was in California, and my mother had joyfully passed it on to her. Lola took the forgotten autoharp back to Italy, where it seemed a thing of wonder to many an amazed Italian. In these stories and others, Lola's presence was so complete that I could hardly believe she was five thousand miles away. "Hey little Lola, play on your harp!" I sang.

         
         
         
         
         Step Ten: Branch Out from Borscht

         
         
         
         
         My local girlfriends, most of them busy professors themselves, showed their support by leaving me treats in my office mailbox when I returned to work. I'd find the pile of grammar exams I'd ordered, but also a container of baba ghanoush. An article on American sexology circa 1912 came right on time, but there on top I'd see a stack of Tupperware bowls, each containing a different homemade soup. I found quirky recipes, bottles of oddly flavored vinegars, selections of Moroccan spices. New bestsellers, old favorites. Tickets for events that did not interest me. Candles in fragrances I would not have chosen. I gratefully read everything, lit everything, attended everything.

         
         
         
         
         Step Eleven: Reinterpret Student Sympathy

         
         
         
         
         My students knew about the accident but not about Nick. I had told my girlfriends to wait until I was safely out of town for my sabbatical before they launched the catapult. Yet the students may have sensed there was more going on with me than broken bones, because they reached out in extraordinary kindness. Young women made me loaves enough to feed five thousand; young men brought me lattes and poetry. As I would leave my office to begin the slow trek to class, a gracious student would appear at my elbow, ready to take my briefcase and bag. For weeks I drifted about like an unmoored buoy; I couldn't even carry my own purse, let alone a briefcase weighted with books and papers. Strange how those familiar trappings anchor and define us! Because I couldn't raise my right arm, students sprang up to take notes on the board. If I hadn't been too numb to cry, I'd have shed buckets of tears at the hearty outpouring of support. I knew that my students were only being kind to a disabled professor, but their courtesy was easy to interpret as sympathy for heartbreak.

         
         
         
         
         Step Twelve: Visualize Patty Lee

         
         
         
         
         Since I had supported Nick financially, he could have sued me for alimony. I don't know whether his sense of fairness stopped him, or whether he just didn't think of the legal possibility. At some level he must have regretted that he wasn't a stable provider, and that he was incapable of showing up for a job that took time away from his heart's true interest. He often made fun of me for doing just that, charging that my Mennonite workhorse habits bespoke both cowardice and a kind of underclass conformity. If I had any balls at all, he charged, I would walk away from academia and become a freelance writer! But beneath his scorn there must have been some degree of guilt, because he would often remind me that although he wasn't bringing money or stability to the relationship, he was bringing just the things I'd never known I needed: genius, insight, a view of the road not taken, a new heart for the people he affectionately called "the bungled and the botched." And it was true: Nick's abiding love for the severely mentally ill, the developmentally delayed, the homeless folks who wore six coats and made a beeline for him in the street, did much to change my worldview. I always admired his commitment to this population, which was another reason I had been okay with my own role as breadwinner. In the early years his caseworker jobs paid even less than I was making as a TA.

         
         
         
         
         Then when he finally landed a job that far outpaid mine, he was as stunned as a kid in a candy shop. He spent his money on fancy stuff: a sportscar, a bike, guy gear. It was the first time in his life he was truly financially independent. His new toys were well earned, in my opinion, and I reasoned that after the reality of his higher income settled in, he would start prioritizing our financial future together as a couple. I figured that eventually he would start caring about and investing in our home, our retirement package, things that benefited us mutually and not just him. What I couldn't quite grasp, of course, was that the financial goals that were important to me seemed banal to him. Moreover, there was the matter of the sacrifice he had made for me six years earlier. A big-city boy to his toes, he still felt that he had gone over and above by moving with me to the Midwest so that I could take the job of my choice. He saw his increased salary as a long-delayed, much-deserved payback. Which it was.

         
         
         
         
         I loved the lake house to which we had moved for closer proximity to his job, but the mortgage was exactly double what I had paid in our old rancho. There was simply no way I could afford it on my own. I knew it. He knew it. And we had moved in with the explicit agreement that this time he would have to pay his share of the bills and mortgage. In the last hideous days before he left me for Bob, he agreed to pay his half of the payments for three years, during which I would put the house up for sale and pray for a buyer.
         

         
         
         
         
         I told my attorney that Nick was ready to do the right thing by me. She raised her eyebrows and said, "Well! Let's get him to sign his name to that before he flakes out on you!"

         
         
         
         
         I knew that Nick wouldn't flake in the usual sense. He wasn't one of those deadbeats who shrug off responsibility like a hangover-oh well, can't do anything about it, too late now, bummer, chillax, man. He wasn't like that. But at the same time my belief in his fairness was destabilized by a faultline of doubt: how could he make the payments if he couldn't hold on to his job? The hospital administration position was a beauty, but I knew in my bones that he would quit within minutes of driving off with Bob. Nick quit everything; quitting was his special MO, the fullest flower of his bipolarity. He quit jobs, friends, karate, pets. He'd buy a brand-new Cannondale bicycle and sell it two months later. He'd paint in oils and abruptly switch to photography. The moment he had something, he didn't want it, a philosophy eloquently echoed in the platonic concept of desire, except that, as far as I know, Plato was not bipolar. By definition desire turns on something you want but don't have, and it follows that if you have it, you don't want it. In the fifteen years of our marriage, Nick had never held the same job longer than a year. If the best predictor of future performance is past performance, then I was in trouble. My heart sank when I received a terse e-mail from Nick a week after he had gone off with Bob. He had quit the plum administration job. There was a familiar note of panic in his e-voice.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nervous, I asked my attorney what I would do if Nick stopped making his half of the payments. She was texting me from the courthouse, and she managed to raise her eyebrows electronically: "Bailng on u so sn? Find out whr he wrks. Grnish wges."

         
         
         
         
         She didn't wholly understand the situation. You can't garnish wages if there are no wages to garnish. Nick would quit whatever new job he managed to land as soon as he dumped Bob, and then what would happen? If he went into a tailspin of depression, he wouldn't be able to hold a job. Hell, he wouldn't be able to look for a job.
         

         
         
         
         
         About this time Lola gave me a stern lecture on positive thinking. "Hear me out," she said. "I know you're the queen of cause and effect, but what if you flipped the argument around? We don't know how the universe works. Maybe you've got the logic backward. On the one hand, you could say that people doubt Nick because he has a long history of being a flake. But what if it's just the opposite? What if he's a flake because people don't expect him to be anything else?"

         
         
         
         
         "Is this some lame new-age hoodoo?" I said.

         
         
         
         
         "You got anything else?"

         
         
         
         
         "No," I admitted. "Go on."

         
         
         
         
         "Well, has Nick flaked on the payments yet?"

         
         
         
         
         "Not yet. He's threatened to, though. He's been sending frantic e-mails saying he just can't do this. He said he doesn't care what happens to his or my credit. He wants me to voluntarily give the house back to the bank, the way he did with that truck a while ago. He actually called me two weeks ago to tell me that the October payment would be the last one he could swing."

         
         
         
         
         "So what you're saying is, he hasn't flaked yet?"

         
         
         
         
         "Honey, aren't you listening?" I asked. "October is going to be the last payment. He said so. Into my ear. I heard him."
         

         
         
         
         
         "It's you who aren't hearing me. Just answer the question. Has he flaked yet? As of now, this moment, today?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "No," I said in my Voice of Condescension. "No, okay, he hasn't flaked yet."

         
         
         
         
         "Here's what I think you should do. Take this whole financial thing with the house one day at a time. Don't worry that Nick won't come through for you. Instead just be grateful that he has made each and every payment so far. Just, you know, breathe in and focus on today."

         
         
         
         
         I considered this a moment. "Lola," I accused. "Have you been reading The Language of Letting Go?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "I have," she conceded. "And you know what? That's okay!"

         
         
         
         
         Lola told me to get caller ID and not to pick up for Nick at all, ever, under any circumstances; I could not preserve a tranquil attitude if I was simultaneously listening to him spin his crazy web of negativity, like a spider run amok.

         
         
         
         
         "But I'm worried about him!"

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah, well, let somebody else take care of him for a change. You don't need fear right now," she said. "Not yours, not his, not anyone's." She suggested that I return polite, one-sentence e-mails. And that every day I write out the following message on an index card: "Nick makes timely, reliable direct deposits to my account!"

         
         
         
         
         This I did, feeling like an idiot. Writing the message onto an index card profoundly embarrassed me, as when in a theater class your instructor asks you to come up in front of the class and act like a strip of frying bacon, and you either wriggle and hiss or get a C-, take your pick.

         
         
         
         
         On the morning of November 10, the day when Nick's deposit was scheduled to appear in my account, I wrote out, "Nick makes timely, reliable direct deposits to my account!" on an index card, as if this day were like any other day. I marched the card over to the spot in my house that corresponded with the feng shui prosperity bagua, where I set it smartly on top of a growing stack of identical cards. Then I wedged the stack back into the wooden slats under my boxspring, which was where I was hiding it due to New-Age shame.
         

         
         
         
         
         That same day I came home from school to discover the cards all over the floor beneath the bed. This freaked me out a little, because I had really wedged 'em in there pretty tightly, and I didn't see how they could have fallen out. But there they were, fanned out across the floor, a chorus of index cards shouting, "Nick makes timely, reliable direct deposits to my account! Timely! Reliable! My account! Nick!"

         
         
         
         
         "Roscoe," I asked my cat carefully, "did you do this?"

         
         
         
         
         He looked at me as if to say, "I like tuna."

         
         
         
         
         It was past 6:00 p.m. I could make the call. "I am breezy and calm," I asserted out loud, fingers trembling. I punched in the numbers of my account, the security code. "Press one if this is a checking account!" I pressed it. So breezy! "Friday, November 10," said the dispassionate recorded voice. "A deposit of-"

         
         
         
         
         It had gone in.

         
         
         
         
         Reliable. Timely. Nick. I pulled the phone slowly away from my ear, tears of gratitude springing up where before there had been the breeziest panic.

         
         
         
         
         This ritual, minus the fanned-out fallen cards, was to repeat twice a month for the next two years. Three months later I learned that Nick had sold the sportscar to be able to make a few more payments. After that he stopped e-mailing me altogether, so I had no idea where or if he was working. He had moved from that first Chicago address. I knew only that he was living somewhere in Chicago, making timely and reliable direct deposits into my account.

         
         
         
         
         About a year after the divorce had gone through, I received a packet of legal papers summoning me to appear in court. Nick was challenging the judge's order that he pay half the mortgage and utilities for the three years, on the grounds that he was too mentally ill to keep working.

         
         
         
         
         I wasn't ready to see him, but I had no choice. He rounded the corner as my attorney and I stood in the hall outside the courtroom. Cora, my attorney, was facing him. I sensed her posture stiffen, and I knew he must be somewhere close behind me. She had never actually met him, but I had described him, and his urban flair in this small-town city hall would have been impossible to miss. "Jesus, Rhoda," Cora leaned in to whisper, "You weren't kidding about his looks. Wow. He's pissed off. Don't turn around."

         
         
         
         
         I had to sit beside him, inches away, while we waited for the court to call our docket. He was simmering with rage. Just as we all were rising for Judge Perkowsky, Nick delivered his one and only sentence to me: "I might have known you'd be here," as if there could be some surprise in my presence. Startled, my eyes flew to his: Oh no. Oh nooooooooo. He was not himself; he was not thinking clearly. "You subpoenaed me," I whispered. "You made me come here." He was so angry he was shaking.
         

         
         
         
         
         Judge Perkowsky dismissed Nick's case in less than a minute, pointing out that Nick was not in fact paying spousal support, but a mutually agreed-upon property settlement. The judgment could not therefore be set aside. It was binding. When Judge Perkowsky's gavel sounded the verdict, Nick shot me a look of intense hatred, turned on his heel, and strode out of the courtroom. I clutched Cora's sleeve and took a couple of deep breaths.

         
         
         
         
         "You see?" she said. "I told you that he didn't have a case. But I want you to do something for me."

         
         
         
         
         "What's that?"

         
         
         
         
         "I have to stay for another client. I want you to leave this room and go straight to the women's restroom and stay there for half an hour."

         
         
         
         
         Her implication lifted gooseflesh on my arms. "Oh, but Nick wouldn't-"

         
         
         
         
         "We're not taking any chances," she said brusquely. "You stay there half an hour, and then you go anywhere but home. You got that?"

         
         
         
         
         I was hunting through my purse for a Kleenex. She handed me one, and I wiped my eyes, knowing that my mascara was a mess.

         
         
         
         
         "Rhoda. You got that? Don't go home."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I promise," I said weakly, and fled with my briefcase to the bathroom. Inside a locked stall I sat down on the toilet, put on my reading glasses, and got out a stack of quizzes to grade. But I didn't grade them. Instead I sat in horror that Nick's ice-cold contempt had convinced my attorney that he might harm me. This man who hated me, loathed me, was Nick, my Nick, the same man who had once pledged to love me in sickness and in health, as long as we both would live. I leaned my flushed cheek against the metal wall, on which someone had scrawled, "Patty Lee sucks good cock!" I summoned an image of the invincible Patty Lee, sucking her heart out, living in the moment, doing what she did best. And I clung to this image for the next half hour, half crying, half needing this picture of tenacity and joy. "You go, Patty Lee!"
         

         
         
         
         
         That was the last I saw or heard from Nick, but it wasn't the last picture I have of him. Including that day and every day thereafter, I have imagined Nick not as hateful or disturbed, but as timely and reliable.

         
         
         
         
         And he has been.

         
         
         
         
         The three years of court-mandated payments aren't up yet. Nor has my house sold yet. I know that inductive logic would point to Nick's failure to follow through, and indeed, as some of my more cynical friends have pointed out, there is still a strong likelihood that he will bail on me and that I will lose the house into which I have invested so much. Yet I no longer see the value of such logic. Some things are better than reason. Some things actually defy reason. Some things like faith.
         

         
         
         
         
         And you know what? That's okay.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         TWELVE
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            The Raisin Bombshell

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         I was sewing when Mom came in and offered to put on some music. Outside of car trips, she was rarely in the mood for music other than her own singing, so I said sure.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What about the pan flute?" she asked.

         
         
         
         
         I had to decline.

         
         
         
         
         "How about some nice classical?"

         
         
         
         
         I nodded, pins in my mouth.

         
         
         
         
         A few moments later I heard the opening strains of Tchaikovsky's finale from Capriccio Italien. Not my first choice, but okay. Then suddenly I froze.
         

         
         
         
         
         Was that . . . the distant cry of a loon?
         

         
         
         
         
         Cresting over and above the music as if ministering with some essential relevance to the capriccio?

         
         
         
         
         Ah, I was to hear much more from this amiable loon, in songs hushed and brisk, calm and martial. My heart convulsed in sympathy for poor, shortsighted Strauss, Mozart, Wagner, and Grieg, who had all collectively failed to predict what future centuries would demand in their easy-listening music. Who knew that two hundred years down the road audiences would crave the magnificent quaver of the loon? I can do no better than to quote the CD's dust jacket, which I made haste to examine: "Classical Loon II presents a return to the wilderness of loon country in classical style. You'll hear the hoots, tremolos, wails, and yodels of the common loon with the following selections . . ."
         

         
         
         
         
         It struck me that the production of Classical Loon II implied a formidable predecessor, Classical Loon I: The Early Bird. Indeed, there might well be a whole family of Classical Loons, not to mention R & B Loon, Reggae Loon, Hip-Hop Loon, and Achey-Breaky Country Loon. And then-stay with me now-might we not envision for the future Scrub Jay Blues, Peacock Meditation, and Bald Eagle Techno? And why stop there? Why not Loon Books on Tape? I don't know about you, but I'd like to hear the words of our Lord and Savior enlivened by loon tremolos. Those long chapters in Leviticus are practically begging for a few loon yodels.
         

         
         
         
         
         But I made my peace with the loons. I am the type of person who invariably finishes a book, no matter how much I have grown to hate it, or who stays seated right through the worst movie of all time. I always think, Eh, it's not so bad. I can stand it! Sitting there in the sewing closet, listening to Classical Loon II, which my mother had thoughtfully left on "repeat," I even got to the point at which I felt good about attempting my own tremolos now and then. A gifted loon impersonator I am not. But I think I deserve points for trying.
         

         
         
         
         
         While I was experimenting with the most flattering way to situate the pockets on my flat ass, old Mrs. Cornelius Friesen telephoned.

         
         
         
         
         "Mary?" she asked when I picked up the phone.

         
         
         
         
         I recognized her voice. "No, Mrs. Friesen, this is Mary's daughter Rhoda." I remembered that Mrs. Cornelius Friesen was hard of hearing, so I raised my voice a bit. "Mary's gone to her Bible study. Can I take a message?"

         
         
         
         
         "Bible study, hey? Bless her heart," said Mrs. Friesen. "Will you give her a message? You just tell her that I was hoping she had finished The Cat That Dropped a Bombshell. I want to give it to Cici."
         

         
         
         
         
         My mother had agreed to read this book out of respect for Mrs. Friesen's advancing years. The titular figure was a literal cat, a Puss 'n' Boots detective that larked about as it solved crimes. My mother was by no means a literary snob, but she did have standards. Legal thrillers, okay. Mysteries, perhaps. But a cat that dropped bombshells was going too far. Thus my mother had expressed worry about how to refuse further loaners in the series. I was meanwhile encouraging her to read the entire collection of these books, especially if there was one titled The Cat That Dropped a Bombshell and Buried It in Hard-Clumping Litter. Mom had delayed returning the finished paperback because she wasn't sure how to extricate herself from the cat sequels.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Mrs. Friesen," I said, "I happen to know that my mother is finished with your book. Would you like me to run it over?"

         
         
         
         
         "What's that?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'LL BRING YOU THE BOOK," I said loudly.

         
         
         
         
         "Bless your heart, honey."

         
         
         
         
         A few minutes later I was sitting in Mrs. Friesen's living room at Twilight Shores. Her snug apartment smelled strongly of cat box, ammonia, and patchouli.

         
         
         
         
         "Sweetie," she said, offering me an old-fashioned butterscotch candy in a cellophane wrapper, "you don't look a day over twenty." Amazing that the older we get, the younger everybody else looks. "Don't you worry about being divorced. You have a nice shape, and your ma tells me you went to college. A lot of men like that."

         
         
         
         
         "Here's your book," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "Your husband wasn't very good to you, I hear."

         
         
         
         
         Uh-oh. I had assumed that my mother would gossip about my divorce with her Bible study group, but I hadn't anticipated that the details would wend their way toward the likes of Mrs. Cornelius Friesen, who must be nearing ninety.

         
         
         
         
         "My husband left me," I said simply.

         
         
         
         
         "What's that?"

         
         
         
         
         "MY HUSBAND LEFT ME!"

         
         
         
         
         "Well, I'm sure it was all his fault." She leaned forward and patted my knee.

         
         
         
         
         Hard to know how to respond to that one. I tried for a subject change. "HOW LONG WERE YOU MARRIED, MRS. FRIESEN?"

         
         
         
         
         "Sixty-four years. Would you like to borrow one of these books? Your ma read one of them. This here is a cute book. It's about a cat detective."

         
         
         
         
         "NO, THANKS," I shouted politely, "I'M GOING ON A TRIP."

         
         
         
         
         "A trip, hey? Let me get you something for your trip."

         
         
         
         
         She shuffled out of the room. In her absence a thin odorous cat appeared. It was white, and it wanted to purr on my brown lap. It would not be shooed.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Friesen came back in and pressed a box of raisins into my hand. "For your trip," she said.

         
         
         
         
         "THANK YOU! RAISINS ARE A HEALTHY SNACK!"

         
         
         
         
         "Well," said Mrs. Friesen, "I have a grandson who went to college. He might do for you. He's a real steady young man. He has a good job and all. He's twenty-seven. How old did you say you are?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'M FORTY-FOUR."

         
         
         
         
         "Ain't that a shame," she said. "He'd probably think you're too old for him. But you look real pretty."

         
         
         
         
         I rose to leave, brushing some of the cat hair from my skirt. "PLEASE SAY HELLO TO CICI FOR ME. AND THANK YOU FOR THE RAISINS!"

         
         
         
         
         "Well, I'll tell my grandson about you," she said matter-of-factly at the door. With her foot she prevented the thin white cat from egress. "But I expect he'll think you're too old. I'll tell him you have a real nice shape."

         
         
         
         
         "I'D APPRECIATE THAT!"

         
         
         
         
         Walking home, I congratulated myself on having escaped with no more Cats That Dropped Bombshells. That was a pretty good day's work for a sabbatical, all things considered. Plus I had made good progress on the pants I was sewing. And the raisins. There were always the raisins. Score.

         
         
         
         
         The next morning I was topstitching belt loops, frowning through my reading glasses. Nothing makes you feel middle-aged like needing a new prescription for reading glasses. This I was prepared to discuss with my friend Eva, whose call I was expecting, and who had recently been itemizing her own catalog of veins, age spots, and lower-back problems. Making self-deprecating comments about the body is a chick thing, pure and simple. It makes us feel terrific.

         
         
         
         
         The phone rang. "Rhoda?" It was a man's voice I didn't know. But my heart stopped for a second; the timbre was a little like Nick's, low and engaging.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes?"

         
         
         
         
         "This is Soren Friesen. I'm Emmaline Friesen's grandson-"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, heavens," I exclaimed. "This is taking filial duty above and beyond!"

         
         
         
         
         There was a merry twinkle in his voice. "I hear you have a real nice shape."

         
         
         
         
         "And I hear you have a real nice job. Do you always let your oma set you up?"

         
         
         
         
         "She's the Yentl of our tribe," said Soren. "Actually, I already knew who you were. I've read your book. We know people in common." He mentioned the name of a writer at a well-respected MFA program in New England. This sparked a real conversation; it turned out that Soren had studied with my friend and had earned an MFA in screenwriting. After we'd chatted a while, Soren said, "How long are you in town? You wanna grab coffee sometime?"

         
         
         
         
         "Soren," I said, "I know I have a real nice shape and all, but I'm forty-four, and that's just plain weird."

         
         
         
         
         "I don't think it's weird to be forty-four and to have a real nice shape," he said earnestly. "I think it shows a positive self-image and good dietary habits. You probably eat a lot of fiber."

         
         
         
         
         I chuckled. "What I mean is, it would be weird to be forty-four and go out with someone who is twenty-seven."

         
         
         
         
         "Yes," he said, "but you're failing to take into consideration the fact that I have a real nice job. Oma advised me to mention that right away. C'mon," he urged. "It's only coffee. It doesn't have to be a real date. If it'll make you feel better, we can talk shop the entire time."

         
         
         
         
         "Hm," I said, waffling. "I'll meet you for coffee on one condition."

         
         
         
         
         "Name it."

         
         
         
         
         "That you neither admire nor discuss The Cat That Dropped a Bombshell."
         

         
         
         
         
         "But that bombshell has a real nice shape!" he protested.

         
         
         
         
         It's strange to consider what makes a man sexy, is it not? I'm always surprised when women diddle around with things like chest hair or cologne or what kind of car a man drives. I have one girlfriend who looks for a guy with a nice tight butt. This mystifies me. If a man I like has a butt like an empty hammock, so be it. If his butt spreads like wurst on a cracker, God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change. If his butt has hair on it, and maybe a big mole, and also a smattering of pimples, I focus on his pleasantly scratchy chin instead. Perhaps an alert reader might suggest that the flawed buttock is suspiciously easy for me to champion, given the fact that Nick's butt was a thing of beauty and a joy forever, especially in its last public incarnation on Gay.com. Yet I insist that a butt is not where it's at.

         
         
         
         
         In my opinion, sexiness comes down to three things: chemistry, sense of humor, and treatment of waitstaff at restaurants. If the sparks don't fly from the beginning, they never will. If he doesn't get your sense of humor from the first conversation, you'll always secretly be looking for someone who does. And if a guy can't see restaurant servers as real people, with needs and dreams and crappy jobs, then I don't want to be with him, even if he just won the Pulitzer Prize.

         
         
         
         
         With my exceptionally generous criteria for defining sexiness, you'd think that there would be a good chance that Soren Friesen could make the cut. Let's face it, my standards were pretty low. The unsexy characteristics that usually attend Mennonite men would theoretically not be barriers to me. By my own confessed standard, I would have no problem dating a man with beefy pink skin, or chins that skipped like rocks on a pond-one, two, three, kerplunk. I could even fall for a guy whose wallet contained an expired ten-dollar coupon for a bad chain steakhouse, at which the server would refuse to honor the coupon because it was a good six years out of date.

         
         
         
         
         However, Lola and I had long observed a special Mennonite exemption clause. We had never met a datable Mennonite man. There were Mennonites who passed as good-looking, funny, kind, and sexy to the outside world. I had met some of these men. I had encountered Mennonites who wore good cologne and cashmere jackets. I personally had known Mennonites who could tell a Bacon from a de Kooning. But Lola and I sensed that a nameless shuddersome surprise coiled like a snake in the grass. Why did the idea of dating a Mennonite give us the willies? We couldn't say, exactly. But Mennonite men seemed too familiar. It wasn't just that they gave us a brotherly vibe; it was that they actively grossed us out in some curious, elemental way.

         
         
         
         
         So my expectations were very low as I drove to the coffeehouse to meet the twenty-seven-year-old grandson of the granny who handed out bombshell books like candy. Soren was sitting at a small table, reading the New York Times Book Review. I knew it was he the moment I saw him, even though there were one or two other solitary thirtyish men about. Soren had the straight sandy hair of our people, and a ruddy goatee to match. He looked cheerful and attractive as he stood to greet me. He was tall. And I liked his glasses.
         

         
         
         
         
         We shook hands. "Nice shape," he said.

         
         
         
         
         "Don't think I won't drop a bombshell on your ass," I warned. "I can't believe I'm on a blind date with a Mennonite seventeen years younger than I am."

         
         
         
         
         He had sunrise eyes, the kind that smile in a little fan of laugh lines.

         
         
         
         
         "So which is worse," he said, "the fact that I'm Mennonite, or the fact that I'm seventeen years younger than you?"

         
         
         
         
         I sat down, considering. "Honestly? The Mennonite thing is harder."

         
         
         
         
         I watched him as he went to get my coffee. He had an international vibe, except that he obviously spent time in a gym. He didn't look Mennonite.

         
         
         
         
         "You ever date a Mennonite?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         "In college. Maybe you know her. Sheri Wiebe Penner. She and her husband go to your parents' church."

         
         
         
         
         "Sheri Wiebe?" I asked. "I babysat her! She used to give me the stinkeye for making her go to bed at eight o'clock. She had two monotone brothers who sang in the Mennonite Children's Choir."

         
         
         
         
         Soren nodded. "I sang in that choir too." He sang a snippet of a song from a 1970s children's musical based on the Old Testament story "Daniel in the Lions' Den."

         
         
         
         
         It isn't HOT in the furnace, man!

         
         
         
         
         (repeat)

         
         
         
         
         Man, this furnace is cool, cool, cooooool, yeahhhh!

         
         
         
         
         I knew the lyrics and joined in on the last part. Soren licked his finger and made the "Muy caliente" gesture-"Tsssss!"

         
         
         
         
         We both laughed reminiscently, as if those had been good times indeed.

         
         
         
         
         "Is that where you met Sheri Wiebe? In the Mennonite Children's Choir?"

         
         
         
         
         "No, Sheri and I go way back. We had playdates when we were babies. I grew up on the same block as the Wiebes and the Petcurs. Sheri and I went to different high schools and then met up again in college. We dated for a year when I was at Goshen."

         
         
         
         
         I nodded. I had always liked Sheri Wiebe. "Once when I was babysitting, Sheri made a witches' brew out of bark, dog poop, and a carton of eggs."

         
         
         
         
         "Doesn't everybody?" Soren asked. "So why are you so set against Mennonites?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not set against them. I love them. I just don't know if I want to date them."

         
         
         
         
         Under the table Soren shifted, and his leg brushed against mine.

         
         
         
         
         "You prefer-?"

         
         
         
         
         "I prefer atheists who ditch me for a guy they met on Gay.com."

         
         
         
         
         He put down his coffee. "You wanna go for a ride?" he asked. "I've got a bike. And an extra helmet."

         
         
         
         
         I looked down at my peep-toe flats, at the skirt of my sundress. They were wholly inappropriate for motorcycle wear. "Okay."

         
         
         
         
         "Leave your bag in the trunk of your car."

         
         
         
         
         "But what if we get in an accident and we're unconscious and they don't know who we are?"

         
         
         
         
         "Babe"-he grinned-"that's what dental records are for."

         
         
         
         
         Mennonite men usually drove like conservative dads, but Soren swooped and sped. On the back of the bike I relaxed against him, my skirt puffy and restless, like something with a mind of its own, despite my best efforts to tuck it in and down. I rode with one arm hooked loosely around his stomach, the other resting lightly on the tank between his legs. When he'd take a turn at a sharp angle, my grip would tighten on his stomach, and I'd feel his abs tense and gather. His torso was all hard rangy muscle. At intersections, he straightened his back briefly, leaning against me, resting his hands on my upper thighs as if by prior invitation. The day was warm, and we were starting to sweat. As we hit the open stretch before the foothills on the outskirts of town, Soren took the bike up to a hundred miles per hour. I clamped both my arms around his waist, clung like a limpet, and knew somehow that we would get where we needed to go.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         THIRTEEN
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         I was squeezing in one last evening with my friend Eva. I had known Eva Wiebe-Martens since we were little girls. Back when our fathers were both teaching at the same seminary, I had been better friends with Eva's older sister, who was my age exactly. Then over the years I had fallen out of touch with both sisters. They had been content to remain in the Mennonite heartland, while I had been on fire to leave. On this return to my parents' community, I'd been pleased to run into Eva once more, and even more delighted to find that she was busily living my life-my other life, the life I would have chosen had I not rejected the faith of my fathers.
         

         
         
         
         
         Eva had graduated seminary, earned a Ph.D. in theology, and had stepped up to chair the local Mennonite university's religion department. In fact, it had been she who had replaced my father when he had retired. Eva was married to a man she'd met while studying at seminary, and she had two kids, Matea and Hazel. It was funny that even as I was having a little fantasy about Eva's life, she was keenly interested in mine. She said that long ago, if she had followed her heart's interest as an undergraduate, she would have chosen the path of literature, art, and travel.

         
         
         
         
         So we had renewed our friendship-that is, we had gotten to know each other as adults over my months in California, and an intimacy had sprung up between us. Every Thursday night we met for jazz and drinks at a downtown bar, and we poured out our souls to each other even when we weren't talking. There was something deliciously simpatico about this woman. I loved her deep well of calm, which seemed to proceed from a deeply Buddhist sense that we live the lives we choose to lead.

         
         
         
         
         Eva was going through a rough patch. Her father, also a minister and a leader in the church, had recently been diagnosed with Alzheimer's. The effect of his disease on a traditional Mennonite family had been far-reaching. I won't say much about that, because that is Eva's story to tell, not mine, but some of the illness-management details were heartbreaking. For instance, how do two Mennonite daughters intercede for a father who can't remember his own improvident financial decisions, and assist a mother who is incapable and unwilling to take the helm? Throughout her father's slow decline, Eva's grief had thrown out tendrils, clambering up her walls. Her father's situation had now reached the point at which there were new losses every day. And it was in spite of this grief-maybe because of it-that I saw the tranquillity blooming in her like a hundred years' hush. She always reminded me of Sleeping Beauty, eyes either about to open or shut.

         
         
         
         
         Eva was the only one among my friends who wasn't slightly horrified that I was dating a man seventeen years younger. Poor Lola was practically apoplectic in Italy, but more because Soren was Mennonite. "Are you INSANE? Run before he ties your apron to the bedpost and makes you listen to a sermon on the importance of nasty procreative sex! And can you say MOMMY ISSUES?"

         
         
         
         
         In the wake of incoming advice on Soren and on related matters of the heart, I had plenty of time to appreciate true friendship, and to feel grateful for rich, sustaining, tell-it-like-it-is relationships with women such as Lola and Eva. I had never been forced to make do with what sometimes passed for friendship among women. What if my closest female friendships were the kind I often observed at my college, where I acted as faculty adviser to a sorority of young women?

         
         
         
         
         Although I had never participated in sorority culture when I was in college, I saw no reason why I should oppose it as a professor, especially since I had had no actual experience with sororities. My stereotype of them as the refuge for attractive but intellectually unimaginative young women was based strictly on hearsay. The trope of the sorority, which often figured in the quintessentially American bildungsroman, was altogether alien to my upbringing. Mennonites did not consider the Greek system an option for their virginal daughters; the sorority as a nurturing institution simply didn't exist on the Mennonite horizon. Mennonites would have neither approved nor understood any network that promoted social lubricities such as datability, popularity, or unquestioning institutional loyalty. That last quality would have seemed too much like mindless nationalism, and Mennonites, with their pledge to peacemaking, felt uneasy about promising loyalty for the sheer sake of loyalty. While they believed in loving and serving one's country, they reserved the right to question any institution capable of legislating war. Or lingerie parties.

         
         
         
         
         Academics like to talk trash about Greek life. We roll our eyes and one-up each other's stories at cocktail parties, which makes us about as immature as the sororities and fraternities we're criticizing. Academics frequently observe that the Greek system is hopelessly anti-intellectual. Fair or not, we see it as a social organization, a dating network for women and an old boys' club for men. Many Greek institutions do enforce minimum grade-point averages, but these grades often promote hoop jumping rather than learning. We've all seen Greek men and women demonstrate anxiety about grades; what we'd prefer to see is Greek men and women demonstrating real intellectual inquiry.

         
         
         
         
         Fresh out of grad school, I agreed to be faculty adviser to a sorority whose members were commonly referred to as "the Campus Hotties" or, variously, "the Ones in Deep Doo-Doo for Trashing Four Hotel Rooms Again." I was not surprised when these young women turned out to be a troupe of impossibly pretty coeds who color-coordinated their outfits on important occasions.

         
         
         
         
         One twelve-degree evening in February, when there was eight inches of snow under a layer of slippery drizzle, my sorority gals celebrated their fellowship by donning denim minis, pink tights, and stilettos. As their faculty adviser, I had been formally summoned to an event titled the Passing of the Brick, which would take place at 11:00 p.m. on a Friday. The Passing of the Brick was a tearful candle-lit ceremony at which the sisters declared undying love for one another as they passed a lace-wrapped brick from sister to sister around a Circle of Solidarity. I gave the brick a poke with my index finger as it passed, but I could discern nothing unusual in its shape or texture, except that it was dressed up in a little lace ruff, like Anne Boleyn. When it was a sister's turn to hold the brick, she solemnly received it into her arms and shared an upbeat message of trust and hope. Invariably the message went like this, with much sniffling and apology for smudged mascara: "You girls will be watching my back forever! Thanks, ladies!"
         

         
         
         
         
         Would the heartfelt protestations of eternal friendship last longer than ten minutes after graduation? These women seemed to be figuring friendship solely in terms of what it could do for them. I never heard a sorority sister affirm any unique character qualities in the women who formed the Circle of Solidarity. I never heard anyone say, "You are the soul of grace and tact." "Your kindness is an inspiration." "Your passion for geology made me change my major." Instead the sisters declared they valued one another because they refrained from backstabbing: "Here's a gal who will not snatch my boyfriend! God, I love her!" "Here's a gal who will loan me her Jimmy Choos! BFF!"

         
         
         
         
         I had never experienced a desire to Pass a Brick, or to dress it up, or to match my tights and shoes to those of my associates, but, overall, I came away from this sorority event more sympathetic than I had been. Also, I am grateful to my sorority for raising the whole question of What Not to Wear If You're a Brick. I had never thought much about how to dress a brick so as to bring out its best features.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            _____ Yes, I think a brick looks adorable in lace, and perhaps a bonnet.

            
            
            _____ No, I prefer to dress my brick in something more androgynous, such as a jumpsuit.

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
             

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         My new-old friend Eva, whom I had known in college but whom I was just now really appreciating, has one of those souls that run deep, a clear cool well whose depth keeps on surprising, like Lake Louise. Something about her makes me feel at home, at rest. She has a way of looking at you from sleepy, heavy-lidded eyes that recalls a marmalade cat drowsing in the sun. In fact, this cat metaphor is much better suited to Eva than my earlier comparison to Sleeping Beauty; while the latter suggests oblivion, the former implies a restful alertness, which characterizes Eva very well. She sees everything. When I told her about Soren, she asked if I wanted to bring him round to dinner. "Um," I hesitated. "Bring him to dinner? To your house? No."

         
         
         
         
         She nodded and smiled, eyes heavy. From that one low-key question about Soren, I learned exactly how I really felt about dating a young Mennonite guy. He was funny and sexy, but there was no way I'd be able to bring him to dinner with anyone. I just couldn't do it. And anyway I wanted Eva all to myself. We'd reached the stage at which sitting around and discussing theology was more interesting than sitting around and discussing men.

         
         
         
         
         It was funny that her daughters vibrated with simmering energy while she herself seemed so tranquil of spirit. Eva left Matea and Hazel largely alone. They tore through the house in April dressed in Christmas garland and tinfoil; they grooved to the beat of a Mennonite mandolin; they sang songs from the Opera of Life ("Lalalala, I cut this worm in HALF, lala! There's a HAIR on my toothbrush, lalalalala!"). Eva usually remained in the background, watching but not interrupting. So many parents feel that they must respond to every single word out of their children's mouths, even when the children are merely giving voice to unfiltered interior monologue. Eva's willingness to let her daughters play on their own seemed refreshingly like trust. She didn't neglect them or avoid them, by any means. They delighted her. But she exercised faith in the process of just being. My other friends had polyglot kids, equestrian kids, classical guitar kids. Eva's kids just ran around and did stuff.

         
         
         
         
         Eva had phoned me to come over for grilled veggies and chicken. When I got there around 6:00 p.m., Matea was studiously avoiding me, using her arms and legs to act out all the letters of the alphabet. She was wearing a pink floral bikini. "When I told her you were coming over for dinner, she went and put on that swimsuit," Eva remarked.

         
         
         
         
         "Gotcha. Hey, Matty," I called, sticking my head into the living room. "Groovy bikini!"

         
         
         
         
         My compliment was what Matea had been waiting for. She felt affirmed, validated somehow. It is one of the mysteries of childhood that the opinions of people we barely know are of paramount importance. I've always loved the way children confide secrets to strangers or anxiously await a stranger's verdict on a pink bikini. After I had given the bikini the thumbs-up, Matty went and changed back into the outfit she'd been wearing earlier: jeans, a tutu, and a burnoose.

         
         
         
         
         At dinner Eva and her husband, Jonathan, and I were discussing a spy-fiction class that Jonathan was putting together for his high school curriculum. Suddenly I felt a tug on my sleeve. I looked down. Little Hazel, four years old, amber eyes snapping sparks of pride, had some urgent news to share. "Rhoda! Rhoda!"

         
         
         
         
         "What can I do for you, Hazel?"

         
         
         
         
         She was throbbing with energy, her straight bob snapping her chin like a crisp red flag. "Rhoda!" She looked me in the eye and announced, "I wouldn't DREAM of pooping in my pants!"

         
         
         
         
         "Neither would I," I said. Hazel's announcement struck me as something my mother might be tempted to confide at a dinner party, so I was unperturbed.

         
         
         
         
         "I wouldn't poop in my pants," said Eva conversationally. She didn't even blink. She just helped herself to more zucchini.

         
         
         
         
         "That makes it unanimous, then," said Jonathan. "There is nobody present who would DREAM of pooping in their pants."

         
         
         
         
         Little Hazel nodded triumphantly and vanished into the living room, where she told her sister that her pants were free and clear of poop, now and forevermore.

         
         
         
         
         That night I watched Eva and Jonathan put the girls to bed. This process involved two stories, two songs, and elaborate combinations of kisses among siblings, parents, and stuffed animals. As Eva and Jonathan harmonized a made-up song in the darkened bedroom, I found myself blinking back tears. It wasn't because this was a scene I would never know. I had no regrets on that front; I had made my decision, and I was at peace with it. It was more because I suddenly felt destiny as a mighty and perplexing force, an inexorable current that sweeps us off into new channels. Here was Eva, who could have made such different choices with her education and career path. Here was I, with my decades of restless travel, my brilliant but tortured ex-husband. And how sad it suddenly seemed to be buffeted by the powerful currents to which we had yielded our lives. So many years had passed. My childhood, my early friendships, my long marriage, all seemed to hang from an invisible thread, like the papery wasps' nest outside my study window. I had watched the lake winds swinging and tipping it, expecting it to go down, but it never did. Memory swayed like that nest-hidden but present, fragile yet strong, attached by an unseen force to perpetual motion.

         
         
         
         
         I sometimes ask my college students if they think it's possible for a thirty-plus adult to experience saltatory ideological change. I tell them that I'm not talking about the kind of gradual mellowing that results from age. Nor do I mean the kind of abrupt character fissure that opens in the wake of trauma or suffering. Rather, I want to know what they think about the possibility of a profound, lasting change that emerges from an act of deliberated, conscious self-determination. I want to know if they think we can change our core assumptions about what we believe. About how we believe.
         

         
         
         
         
         Yes, say my students, absolutely! Of course we can change! And then I marvel at their hope. My students carry optimism around in their backpacks like bright bottles of designer water.
         

         
         
         
         
         Can a skeptic ever be anything but a skeptic? Can a loner ever come to cherish groupthink? It was sobering to think that Eva's and my lives, so similar in potential and core interests, had taken such different turns, and that the only place they could ever intersect would be in the liminal space of childhood, or in the theoretical no-man's-land of alterity. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine Eva in my world, Eva in a sexy-serious dress at an art opening, Eva laughing off some biting remark of Nick's that had landed and stung, like a black fly. The image didn't compute. Eva favored sensible shoes and a hankie. Eva would have never, not for one minute, put up with Nick's temper. The very picture of mental health and self-respecting balance, Eva would have told Nick in the first month of marriage, "If you can't make some changes in how you manage your illness, I'll be making some changes in how I manage this commitment."

         
         
         
         
         But, then, Eva would have never fallen for Nick in the first place. His wracked misery, his anger at God, his creative brooding, were in some ways attractive to me. These qualities orbited me, too, like shadowy moons around Jupiter. Nick's dark distress mimicked my own perpetual waffling: my questions about organized religion, my chronic doubts, my cynical shrug when husbands left their wives for men they had met on Gay.com. I believed both the worst and the best about human nature. Reading the Edenic myth literally, my parents thought that God created us, and that we subsequently fell from grace. I believed that the fall from grace was a metaphor for how we inevitably fall short of our potential. And if we had been created, hadn't we also created God?

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         My mother and I were going to spend the day with the Mennonite Senior Professionals, a group of retired scholars, ministers, and sundry educated oldsters. They met twice a month for a gentle intellectual stretch. On the day in question my father couldn't attend, so my mother had asked me to accompany her. This was an all-day gig, a day trip to local valley farms, to learn about Mennonite agrarian history. Some of the Professionals were my old college teachers, and I remembered most of them as very conservative. For the occasion I had selected plain brown pants, Diesel sneakers, and a high-necked top.

         
         
         
         
         "It's supposed to cool off later, so I can understand why you don't want to wear shorts today," my mother was saying. "But you didn't even at the barbecue last night. Staci and Deena were wearing shorts."

         
         
         
         
         "Mom, I'm forty-four, for heaven's sake. There comes a time when you just resign yourself to not wearing shorts."

         
         
         
         
         "I'm seventy, and I wear shorts in the garden."

         
         
         
         
         "There comes a time, and then it goes away, and then it comes back," I amended politely. "But I haven't reached that third phase yet."

         
         
         
         
         "You have good healthy legs."

         
         
         
         
         "Not anymore," I said firmly. "People don't want to see a mess of scars."

         
         
         
         
         "Nonsense," said this Mennonite matriarch. "I like to see a healthy pair of legs in shorts."

         
         
         
         
         Mom's new sartorial pronouncements were a little surprising for a Mennonite. For example, she had recently suggested that the business world would be a better place if stockbrokers and executives would all agree to wear tank tops to work. Her pro-shorts stance was similarly surprising, given that I had not been allowed to wear jeans in my youth, on account of the fact that jeans belonged in the barn and God would not have been glorified. I'd have guessed that a glory-seeking God would have preferred the jeans to the shorts. At least the jeans covered blemishes. Cellulite, veins, and scars surely offered God limited glory at best. But, hey, who was I to predict the wardrobe preferences of the Almighty? It was a crapshoot as far I was concerned. God might even fancy a skort. I usually left speculation of this sort to folks like my mother, who seemed to know.

         
         
         
         
         Now Mom frowned at my pants, which I had also worn to the barbecue the night before. "I think everybody wants to see your legs. I know I do. Yesterday it hit ninety. I got hot just looking at you."

         
         
         
         
         I pulled up a pant leg. With the scars and the luminous goose-flesh, prickly and translucent, my shin was not a pretty sight. Added to that, I'd been living a scholar's life in a northern clime for seven years, and my shin was the color of new-driven snow-no, of reconstituted nonfat milk powder. For my morning runs I covered up in my karate pants. I couldn't bring myself to wear shorts, even on the track.

         
         
         
         
         "Why all of a sudden do you want to hide your legs?" Mom pressed. "It doesn't make sense. Is it the scars? You wear your pants low, just like all the teenagers."

         
         
         
         
         "That's different."

         
         
         
         
         "No, it isn't," she insisted. "When we went on the church hayride, and we were sitting on those low hay bales, your jeans were cut down so far that I could see your panties."

         
         
         
         
         "Good god," I said, suddenly queasy. "Do you think Elsie-Lynn and Walter could see my panties?" Elsie-Lynn and Walter had been sitting on the hay bale right behind mine.

         
         
         
         
         She nodded peacefully. "They were bright orange and pink. The panties, not Elsie-Lynn and Walter."

         
         
         
         
         Oh! The tardy humiliation! "I once wrote Walter a term paper on the Münstereich! I would so much rather show him my legs than my underwear! I bet they're both going to be there today, judging me for my inappropriate panties!"

         
         
         
         
         "Don't get so worked up. When you get to be our age," said my mother, on behalf of Elsie-Lynn and Walter Hoeffer, "virtually everything is more interesting than the color of your underpants. Walter and Elsie-Lynn have grandkids. They've seen it all before."

         
         
         
         
         Arriving a full fifteen minutes early for Mennonite Agrarian History Day, Mom and I were nevertheless the last ones on the bus. I scanned the silvery waves and gray beards; Mennonite punctuality was a testament to our German heritage.

         
         
         
         
         Making our way to the back of the crowded bus, I experienced a pleasurable flutter, sort of, that I would be sitting opposite Abe and Arlene Kroeker. My mother automatically ceded me the aisle seat, since I needed the legroom. Thus I found myself sitting less than twelve inches away from Abe Kroeker. Abe Kroeker was the father of a boy I dated briefly in high school.

         
         
         
         
         I'm going to take a risk and really put myself out there. Here is my confession. For the last twenty-five years my single most frequently occurring dream has been a feeble nightmare about my classmate Karl Kroeker. The nightmarish aspect never varies its stone-cold panic: Oh nooooo, my name is Mrs. Kroeker! Oh crap, I'm dating Karl Kroeker! Dammit, I'm walking up the aisle and the groom is-wait! No! Karl Kroeker! I'd like to make it clear that in real life Karl Kroeker and I never slept together; never shared adult joys or sorrows; never exchanged information vis-à-vis goals, ideologies, friends, or extracurricular activities. I'm not sure we even had a conversation. Once we inexpertly made out on a school bus.

         
         
         
         
         Therefore it is mystifying that for years Karl Kroeker has belabored my dreams. I see Karl Kroeker as a nagging message from the unconscious realm. Like Glenn Close in Fatal Attraction, Karl Kroeker will not be ignored. However, it's not as if I dream of Karl Kroeker every single night. It's not as if dreaming of Karl Kroeker makes me wet the bed or anything like that! I mean, I'm not weird! I assure you that I dream of Karl Kroeker only often enough to make me glad that Karl and I don't know each other as adults.
         

         
         
         
         
         I always wake in a cold sweat, mentally kicking and screaming from the cosmic compulsion that is forcing me to wed the second son of Abe and Arlene Kroeker. This is compounded by the strange fact that if I could handpick two people I would really cherish as in-laws, it would be Abe and Arlene. I've always loved them.

         
         
         
         
         I'm no psychotherapist, but I have always assumed that for whatever mysterious reason, Karl Kroeker represents the sum total of my Mennonite experience, the essence of Mennonite manhood. He's the ur-Mennonite who personifies why I cannot appreciate "liturgical movement." He's the Abromtje, the frosty heart of the melon-supposed to be a treasure, but for some reason a little creepy, like a tumor that grows hair and teeth. Most girls think they've turned a corner when they get their period. With me it was when I started dreaming about Karl Kroeker. This happened long before I made out with him on the school bus. Although I was in junior high when the nightmares began, I recognized that they signaled some important change in my psyche, some rupture with tradition. My nightmares were telling me to run screaming from the Chaco.
         

         
         
         
         
         This whole thing is very odd, because Karl Kroeker may be (after me) the Mennonite Least Likely to Evangelize the Chaco. Karl Kroeker has made choices that have taken him far afield of the Mennonites. Now a successful cardiologist in Boston, Karl mainstreamed even earlier than I. While the rest of us Mennonite kids, shyly garbed in homemade clothes, were high school wall-flowers, savvy Karl Kroeker was a letterman, a tennis star, and president of the student body. Therefore Karl Kroeker is not an appropriate portent of doom. In real life, at least to hear Abe and Arlene tell it, Karl is smart, kind, humorous, attractive, and affluent.

         
         
         
         
         So it was in a state of heightened alert that I settled down next to Abe and Arlene, who gave me detailed updates about Karl and his brothers. Karl, I learned, had married an Armenian with a close-knit family in Des Moines. This news unaccountably cheered me. Petty, I hoped that Karl's Armenian wife had to wax her upper lip or, like Yvonne, had to prioritize the management of a hirsute bikini region.

         
         
         
         
         Abe Kroeker was a history professor whose august education often propelled him outside Mennonite circles. As a girl I had found this most impressive. Abe, like my father, was now retired. He seemed to have mellowed a teensy bit, and he even manifested a restrained expression of pride when Arlene was telling stories about their successful sons. Whenever I saw him and Arlene together in public, they replicated the marriage dynamic so often seen in our circles. As with my own parents, he was stern and taciturn; she, gregarious and warm.

         
         
         
         
         Five years earlier, Arlene had heard of my interest in Mennonite history and had thoughtfully presented me with three special tulip bulbs, descendants of the same tulips cultivated by Menno Simons, the sixteenth-century father of the Mennonite faith. I told her that when I had moved to the lake house, I had dug up those Mennonite bulbs to take with me. She nodded soberly, as if I could have done no less.

         
         
         
         
         The big bus had a bathroom. My elderly compatriots didn't use it. Mennonites don't want other Mennonites to see them walking down an aisle to pee, but I was too much my mother's daughter to mind. On my way back from the bathroom, I swayed as the bus driver took a sharp curve. The motion lurched me violently toward Abe. I fell into my own seat, just managing to snap my torso back from full contact. Abe didn't miss a beat. He spread his arms wide and teased, "Well, come on!" as if I were deliberately throwing myself at him. Arlene loved this. She clapped delightedly and made little jokes for the rest of the day about her husband's magnetic personality.

         
         
         
         
         Here's the thing. I don't know if it was because of the strange connection with my dreamscape, but in that moment when Abe Kroeker's seventy-something eyes were twinkling at me, I suddenly experienced a powerful attraction. In fact, in a self-fulfilling prophesy, I did want to throw myself into his arms. Yikes. I even considered the thought that all this time I had been attracted to the father, not the son. Was it just me, or was there something deeply compelling about a scalpy Mennonite septuagenarian in comfy shoes and a sweater vest?
         

         
         
         
         
         The last stop of the day was at an herb farm run by an ex-hippy farmer. She knew and understood Mennonite culture, having fled the community decades earlier. As part of her introduction to the majesty of herbs, she passed out the kind of rhythm instruments you play in kindergarten: sticks, tambourines, little clusters of jingle bells. Then she invited all the Senior Professionals to play them while she strummed a folksy song about the healing properties of sage and thyme. My mother, looking accidentally stylish in embroidered jeans and snakeskin jacket, sashayed her hips and smacked the bejeezus out of that tambourine. (One of our family's unsolved mysteries was Mom's gravitational pull toward animal prints. Perhaps this fondness resulted from a recessed gene. Once she made me a dress from fabric printed with realistic giraffes, lions, and antelope running and pausing on the high open grasslands. Mom knew too little of fashion to associate animal motifs with a bold sensibility, so it was delicious to see her appear in something as chic as a snakeskin jacket.)

         
         
         
         
         All around me these beautiful people were good-naturedly shaking fistfuls of little jingle bells and whacking sticks, an ancient but enthusiastic percussion band. They knew the humor, of course-Mennonites don't do movement-but they had all reached the stage in their lives where God had relaxed enough to take a few jingle bells. I saw old Herman Froese, a retired organist, stomping his leg to the downbeat. There was sweet Doreen Hiebert swaying with Arthur's arms around her. Arlene Kroeker was singing along in her melodious alto, en pointe with a musical triangle, while Abe held several foolish bags from the gift shop. He wore the look of an owlish scholar who wants to purchase neither rosemary sachets nor clove tea, but who has done so because he loves his wife of fifty years.
         

         
         
         
         
         From the valley came the scent of lavender. When I was little, my Sunday-school teacher Mrs. Lorenz, the same who had offered us cookies spotted with raisins, had once given me a prize for memorizing the Sermon on the Mount. The prize was probably something she had regifted, considering that I was only eight and it was clearly an object intended for a grown woman.

         
         
         
         
         "What is it?" I breathed reverently when I unwrapped this prize at home after church.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not sure what it is," my mother said, "but I think it's a little old for you."

         
         
         
         
         It was a pale blue silk embroidered envelope for hosiery, padded with light satin, beribboned and elegant. I didn't have any hosiery, being eight. This pale blue satin object had no real purpose; it would have been just as easy to safeguard one's pantyhose by wrapping them in a slip. But the object was as beautiful as it was frivolous. I rightly intuited that if Mennonite culture had an opposite, this thing was it. We didn't even know what to call it. This blue thing was peripheral to everything that we stood for. The pale embroidered envelope suggested the very essence of young ladyhood, and I imagined a time when I would wear white gloves and take tea and straighten the seams of my stockings. (Because Mennonites lived away from the world, I had no idea that young ladies had long abandoned the trappings of femininity portrayed in the books that came my way.)

         
         
         
         
         I loved this satin object with all my heart, with all my soul, and with all my mind. My mother thought that we should put it away until I got older, but I begged so hard to keep it that she finally relented. Inside it I kept a single cotton handkerchief clustered with tiny lilac florets. One of my aunts had sent me this floral kerchief, perhaps assuming that children of my generation still carried starched hankies in their pinafores. And for my birthday that year Lola gave me a bottle of talc that smelled like lavender. Her Mennonite parents, who were more liberal than mine, allowed such things as gifts in her family. I dusted the hankie with the secret powder every Monday evening in a hazy beauty rite. I wasn't sure what elegant ladies did with floral hankies, so I'd unbraid my hair, brush it slowly and elegantly, and then touch the perfumed hankie lightly to my brow. "Why, thank you!" I'd whisper in the mirror. "I feel so faint!" Then I tucked the hankie back into the pale blue satin thing, where it would fragrantly remain until the following Monday evening.

         
         
         
         
         Ever since, the smell of lavender had reminded me of the beautiful embroidered blue thing into which I once folded all the inchoate desires of childhood. That lavender hankie was my silent pledge to learn the ways of the world, to sigh and dance the cotillion and wear lace underthings. Beneath the mysterious satin flap there was just enough room to tuck everything I longed for but couldn't name.

         
         
         
         
         Now a swell of bamboo rustled in the spring breeze, and as I shook my bells, I drew my sweater across my shoulders. My eyes misted over a little as I considered these people, percussing and swaying and singing. Without my husband I had somehow drifted back to this point of origin, as if my turbulent marriage had been a long journey on dark waters that had propelled me away from everything known and safe. I suddenly had the feeling you get when, after a long sea swim, you touch bottom and draw a breath of relief: you made it, land ho, sharks from this point on extremely unlikely. The oldsters were singing and smiling and shivering in the breeze that had picked up, heavy now with the scent of lavender. Harmony rose like prayer in the cool of the late afternoon, and the music was gentle as a hand on the small of the back, nudging me forward-the sound of my heritage, my future.
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            A Mennonite History Primer

            
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         If you're like most folks, you may still have some pressing questions about the Mennonites. I get these questions all the time. At the outset of this book you were probably thinking, Whaaa-? Mennonites? Don't they drive around in horse-drawn buggies and wear doilies on their heads? Or maybe, if you're a straight guy: Hey, yeah, don't Mennonite chicks dress up as semisexy French maids, in black dresses with aprons? What are they wearing under all those layers, anyway? Or, if you're a subscriber to interior decor magazines, Aren't Mennonites the folks who make collectible quilts, many of which are now unaffordable on eBay?

         
         
         
         
         These are reasonable questions, and no Mennonite writer worth her salt would leave them unanswered. So the answers to these questions are, in order:

         
         
         
         
         • Sometimes, depending on your congregational filiation.

         
         
         
         
         • Keep your pervy pecker in your pants, mister. Mennonite gals do not put out, no matter how alluring we are in our bonnets and aprons.

         
         
         
         
         • Granny panties. White as a flag, but with no surrender.

         
         
         
         
         • I know of one that sold for $15,500-quilt, not panty. Though I'm pretty sure that the same guy who'd ask question number four would also be prepared to bid on a pair of Mennonite panties on eBay. Perhaps an enterprising entrepreneur should try selling Mennonite panties on eBay, perhaps even set up an e-store, for instance, MyMennonitePanty.com. Hell, I'll volunteer to get this chap started. I'll donate a pair of my own panties for free. Provided that I get to choose the panties.

         
         
         
         
         Clearly the dominant American culture confuses us Mennonites with the Amish, who in fact began as an insurgent faction rebelling from the Mennonites. America's conflation is reasonable, since the Mennonites and the Amish have historically overlapped in many lifestyle choices.

         
         
         
         
         But the Amish cut away from the Mennonites in 1693 because the rest of us were too liberal. That's rich, no? A liberal Mennonite is an oxymoron if ever there was one. So many Mennonite beliefs and practices are conservative that folks are perplexed by what they see as a curious dichotomy. On the one hand, the Mennonites resist change with their narrow doxy and their old-fashioned commitment to family values. On the other hand, those same Mennonites have actually identified with some leftist attitudes over the course of their near-five-hundred-year history. Because they are pro-peace, they are antiwar. Because they are nonviolent, they oppose the death penalty. Because they are anticonsumer, they promote a simple lifestyle that advocates for the environment. It's a curious collision of opposite forces that even today results in split political filiations among American Mennonite churches. Some are Republican; others lean Democrat.

         
         
         
         
         While it seems laughable at first to think that the Amish broke up with the Mennonites because we were too liberal, it actually does makes theological sense. It nevertheless still tickles my funnybone to think that the Amish had a problem with the big bad carousing Mennonite lifestyle. "We'll have none of your worldly schnitzel, thank you! Come along, Esther! From now on we'll attend sing-alongs with our own kind!" Mennonite youth gatherings, no matter how enthusiastic, would never dream of spinning the bottle. If you think Mennonites do anything at a sing-along except sing, you are sadly mistaken! Mennonites don't party. We don't cut a rug. We make the rug, braiding it festively out of old rags, like the ancient rugs you sometimes see in museums dedicated to the life and times of Laura Ingalls Wilder.
         

         
         
         
         
         Thus I'm not really sure what the Amish rebel Jacob Amman found to object to in our humble little religion. We Mennonites were pretty damn holy in the early years. For instance, we were the folks who got burned at the stake, like witches, but without the exciting element of sexual mystery. With witches, there was a trial that involved a strip search for a witch's tit, a devil's mark where Satan would come and suckle. In actual practice, the witch's tit was often any old mole or freckle, but the idea was that, due to the witch's consensual but unnatural suckling activities, she was one cold mama, and therefore you could shove a needle into the witch's tit and she would not flinch. This is where we get that expression cold as a witch's tit.
         

         
         
         
         
         Not that Mennonites would say cold as a witch's tit. We don't hold with witches. Mind you, we haven't ruled them out. If Satan, or séances, or witches, or witches' tits, come up in casual conversation, as they inevitably must, a Mennonite might nod and murmur darkly, "There are powers and principalities!" This affirmation, a bromide descended peripatetically from Romans 8:38, I have always understood to mean something like this: "As an obedient Mennonite, I do believe in an external evil entity, and also in a literal hell, and damnation, and eternal punishment, and so on, but overall I prefer not to say the word Satan, because, all things considered, I do not want to sound like a nutter." After this Mennonite remarks that there are powers and principalities, she will almost certainly redirect the conversation back into more wholesome nonsatanic channels. "There are powers and principalities" is the Mennonite version of "It is what it is"-a polite way to simultaneously show that you are listening, but to indicate that you'd really rather change the subject.
         

         
         
         
         
         An alert reader might ask the follow-up question: "But what is the Mennonite position on tits?" Good question! This reader has really been paying attention! In fact Mennonites neither say nor have tits. Hence in the seventeenth century at the trials of heretics there was no Mennonite strip search. No tit probing. At the Anabaptist trials, it went more like this:
         

         
         
         
         
         BURGHER OR MAGISTRATE. Aganetha Janzen, do you hereby confess that you refuse infant baptism?

         
         
         
         
         AGANETHA JANZEN. I do.

         
         
         
         
         BURGHER OR MAGISTRATE. Then I hereby sentence you to death by burning. And if you sing God's praises, I'll have to shove this iron stake through your tongue.

         
         
         
         
         AGANETHA JANZEN. Okay.

         
         
         
         
         I can't speak for the witches, but the Anabaptists were so eager to die for their faith that they made it a point to refuse the optional little bag of gunpowder that was offered as a civil courtesy to most martyrs. You'd strap the bag to your upper shin, see, so that the dying would be over and done with lickety-split. When the flames flared as high as the knee, kaboom. But the Mennonite martyrs waved away the gunpowder. They wanted the long drawn-out pain, on the theory that Jesus Christ's protracted suffering on the cross served as a shining example for us all.
         

         
         
         
         
         Before all of the Mennonites in Western Europe could meet their Maker in this rather spectacular fashion, Russia's Catherine the Great saved the day in 1789 by inviting them to settle her weakest border spot, the land that would one day become Ukraine. They came; they saw; they planted. In 1817 they buckled down to business under the leadership of my favorite czarist dictator, Johann Cornies. I have personally visited this man's 25,000-acre holdings and his Ukrainian estate, Jushanlee. Although the man has been dead for 160 years, his passion for micromanagement lives on. Johann Cornies insisted on implementing a wide variety of agricultural innovations and on passing laws chillingly specific. For example, he legislated paint color-not just of public buildings like schools and churches, but of people's houses. Some call him a pioneer and a visionary. Okay, maybe that's just me. Such innovations! It was attractive paint, and durable! Merino sheep, animal husbandry, silkworms for one and all! And he was also the guy who introduced potatoes to the Russian clime.

         
         
         
         
         Johann Cornies ruled the Mennonite Kolonien with an iron fist in a sweaty glove. From 1830 to 1848 ole Johann became more hands-on in his governing style, passing laws that progressively became more obsessed with lifestyle, sanitation, and ritual. He set up "model villages" for problem neighbors, such as the Russians and the Jews. He liked his Judenplan-the model Jewish schtetl-so much that he transferred the idea to the Mennonite villages, which soon became rigid utopias of sameness and hygiene. Cornies busily started making decrees about what the villagers should and shouldn't eat. Finally he even started enforcing daily menus, threatening to flog the noncompliant. For Monday, boiled potato dumplings! Tuesday, leftover dumplings! Wednesday, fat-back and fried dumplings! And so on. Woe to you if you're in the mood for a taco.
         

         
         
         
         
         Johann Cornies's nickname was "Tree Devil," because, in a powerful vision for a new and improved Ukraine, he ruthlessly bullied the Mennonites into planting fruit trees at the rear of their property lines. They also had to plant a fruit tree in front of every house, in every village, by every road, thirty feet from every front door.

         
         
         
         
         Naturally, some of the Mennonite villagers started bitching about the long arm of the Johann Cornies administration. The rebels came up with a surefire way to demonstrate their opinion of laws regarding trees. Here's what they elected to do by way of social protest, and you'll surely agree that this eloquent gesture presents Mennonite protest at its finest. They decided to plant the trees upside down. Since there weren't a lot of trees on the Ukrainian steppes at that time, these farmers could, if questioned by the Johann Cornies mafia, pretend that they just hadn't known any better. "Dude," they'd shrug, pointing at the apricot tree with its roots in the air, "we planted that sucker exactly like you told us. Thirty feet from the front door. Measure it."
         

         
         
         
         
         I see this eloquent nineteenth-century gesture of subversion as brave, savvy, and intensely effective. It brings to mind similar gestures of defiance, as when, on American Idol, a rejected vocalist in her Princess Leia costume flips a turgid bird at Simon Cowell and shouts, "Your mother!"
         

         
         
         
         
         So to sum up: Mennonites. Not the Amish.

         
         
         
         
         For the entire Mennonite occupation of Ukraine, Mennonites thought of themselves as having been divinely called to lead the local Russians and Jews out of the darkness and into the light. It was as if the Mennonites thought the indigenous population was a lot of special-needs folks who just couldn't get there on their own. For hundreds of years Mennonites had a teensy ego problem. Well, who wouldn't? Let's face it, their hygiene was superb; their ovens, well-ventilated; their soup, full of savory prunes. They had a lot to be proud of. Did they live in mud huts like the Russian peasants? No, ma'am. Did they marry outside the extended family? By no means. Did they contribute the idea of the Judenplan for the ideal Jewish village? Sure! Whatever your village-planning problem, the Mennonites could solve it, particularly if your problem involved being Jewish, Russian, or Nogai! The Mennonite cheese stands alone. The Mennonites enjoyed three centuries of high-handed superiority. Is not a bit of self-congratulation pardonable, given the really good flavor of Mennonite sausage?
         

         
         
         
         
         It's not that the Mennonites made a big push to convert the Russian peasants and the Jews; in fact, theologically speaking, Mennonites have kept pretty much to themselves throughout their four-hundred-year history. They haven't been evangelical in the sense of those freshly shaven young men in short-sleeved shirts who, clutching their corduroy-covered Bibles, ring your doorbell and ask earnestly if you've thought about hell at all. Mennonite superiority wasn't about what we believed. It was about what we did. It turned on demonstrable things like work habits and hygiene. It wasn't our fault that the entire native population was shiftless, unmotivated, and blighted by poor economic judgment, but we could fix that shit!
         

         
         
         
         
         Allow me to illustrate my point. I was reading a riveting text titled Heritage Remembered: A Pictorial Survey of Mennonites in Prussia and Russia. After eighty pages of old-time photos of Mennonite farmers, preachers, and mill owners, the book suddenly offered a drawing of a Russian wagon. This Charlie Brown wagon looked like the sad fort my brothers built in the backyard when they were eight and five, using the crappy wooden crate that the Nachtigalls' refrigerator had come in. Under the drawing, the Mennonite author Gerhard Lohrenz had written laconically, "Russian wagon, compare to Mennonite wagon on page 249." I have to say that I was a little surprised by the braggadocio of this caption. The Reverend Gerhard Lohrenz's tone was implying that the Mennonite wagon was the Porsche Boxster to the rusted Russian Pinto.
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            The Reverend Gerhard Lohrenz must have cherried out his own wagon, back in the day when he washed it in his driveway. But at the time that Heritage Remembered was published, the Reverend Gerhard Lohrenz was seventy-six years old, mature enough to live and let live on the whole wagon issue. Dude, I thought. Mennonites aren't supposed to boast about their wagons. They're supposed to live simple and humble lives, earnestly thanking God that they've moved beyond horseback.

            
            
         

         
         
         But whatever. I obediently turned to page 249, where I was met not with one, not with two, but with three Mennonite wagons, all of which clearly kicked the ass of the lesser Russian wagon. Here are the captions. The first read, "A Mennonite covered wagon, unfamiliar among the Russians." (Hey, Russians! You WISH you had a wagon like this!) The second caption read, "Mennonite droschka. Every Mennonite farmer had one. Among Russians the droschka was unknown except when a well-to-do Russian citizen bought one from Mennonites." (Too bad that your richest Russian is like the poorest Mennonite!) Finally, the third caption cleared its throat with pride and said, "A Mennonite box-wagon. It too was unknown to the Russians but very much desired by them. The better-off Russian farmers bought such wagons as soon as they could." (Say uncle, you sorry-ass-wagon losers!)
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            The reason I bring all this up is that in a shocking historical reversal, the very Mennonites who were once the cool kids on the block became not fifty years later the überdorks of the universe, just in time for my childhood. History reminds us that there are highs and lows on any ethnic journey. With a nod to the prophet Isaiah, "Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill made low." Thus the wheel of fortune turned, and it was the Mennonites' time in the doghouse. Gone were the days of triumphant Judenplans. Gone the czarist kickbacks, gone the Beisitzer estates, gone the serfs who served your family loyally for three generations. Hello long skirts, tight braids, and Borscht in your thermos. While the Beatles were arriving and the rest of the nation was singing "Here Comes the Sun," I couldn't help noticing that the Mennonites, led by Connie Isaac, were singing alleluia.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         This is the real dope on Mennonites, the good stuff that you won't find in the academic works by Mennonite scholars. Because I respect your time, I have organized this material under a list of helpful subheadings. Mennonites have a high threshold for boredom. As mentioned before, we can sit still for hours and hours on end in church, and on a wooden pew, with a flat ass, in a scratchy dress; it's a skill we learn from birth. But I am aware that not everybody has the Mennonite Sitzfleisch. Hence I offer an abridged version, a Cliff's Notes for the busy and the brief.
         

         
         
         
         
         Cannabis sativa

         
         
         
         
         First, and most important, most Mennonites don't know what dope is.

         
         
         
         
         Second, if you told them, they wouldn't know what to do with it.

         
         
         
         
         Third, not only would they not inhale; they would chop it up like parsley and sprinkle it into a bowl of Borscht. When I finally overcame my Mennonite hesitation at age forty-three, I found that, like Bill Clinton, I too was incapable of inhaling. Unlike Bill Clinton, I wanted to. Something in my lungs just snapped shut. Lord knows I tried. I even got a friend to exhale a cloud of smoke in my mouth while I breathed in deeply, as in yoga. But no go. Which brings me to a tentative working hypothesis that Mennonites may be genetically incapable of getting high.
         

         
         
         
         
         Exemption from Military Service

         
         
         
         
         The United States recognizes "membership in good standing" in the Mennonite church as a justifiable reason to bestow exemption from military service. Being a Mennonite is like having a note from your mom. This exemption is due to the fact that throughout their history Mennonites have defined themselves by their refusal to fight. Pick a war, any war, and the Mennonites have opposed it. In Mennonite doctrine, there is no such thing as a Just War. Moreover, we believe that violence leads inevitably to more violence. Thus we may say that in peacemaking activities Mennonites resemble Mahatma Gandhi. But the resemblance ends there. This may be just my personal opinion, but I don't think a Gandhi-style hunger strike would work with the Mennonites. Lay down their guns? Sure, no problem. Lay down their steady diet of potato dumplings? Not so much.

         
         
         
         
         Sidebar for cynics and apostates: In the eighteenth century the peaceful Mennonites of Nieder Khortitsa were known throughout southern Ukraine as Cherkessy met aufjebroakne Tjniefs (Men of the Broken-Tipped Knives). The Mennonites had to fight with pocketknives because, as pacifists, they couldn't carry firearms. This brings me to a related point, which is that irony isn't a Mennonite strong suit.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mennonites traditionally called themselves Die Stillen im Lande (the Quiet in the Nations)-meaning that civil resistance could be achieved through the twin activities of thoughtful active nonparticipation and farming. Both of these activities involve practical action. If it's worth believing, it's worth doing. Mennonites are big doers. In some respects Mennonites resemble Henry David Thoreau, who eloquently went to jail rather than pay a tax he thought was unfair. Mennonites have a sweet tooth for such demonstrations; they are very literal folks who enjoy a practical demonstration of what they believe.
         

         
         
         
         
         For instance, let's say that you call your little brother a fool when you are six years old. There's a verse in the Gospel of Matthew that says, "But I say unto you, . . . whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hellfire." Your mother may therefore seek to demonstrate an important lesson, namely, We Do Not Utter Un-Christian Words, Especially to Our Brother, Even Though He Has Just Floated a Semi-Deliberate Turd in the Bathtub. Your mother may believe that the best way to demonstrate this lesson is to scrub your mouth out with homemade lye soap. What happens to the turd is between your brother and God. Meanwhile, the lye soap is both participatory and practical.

         
         
         
         
         Mennonites would rather do anything than engage in physical violence-lose a war, go to jail, perform six years of alternate service in forestry, you name it. Military conflict is thus for Cro-Magnon brutes and losers. Did Jesus lift a finger to fight back when they came to crucify him? No! Jesus preferred a lifestyle of homosocial bonding and potluck luncheons! So if you're thinking about studying karate or dating a Lebanese black belt, fuhgeddaboutit. You can't believe in peace if you're practicing war.

         
         
         
         
         Mennonite Dance

         
         
         
         
         Who are we kidding? Mennonites don't really dance! Puh-lease!
         

         
         
         
         
         Intermarriage and/or Genetic Pinkness

         
         
         
         
         Mennonites marry their cousins and second cousins. Mennonites all know each other instantly, on sight and by smell. Our last names are the same. We practically have a secret handshake. If you are a Mennonite, I think I can safely guarantee that you married my mother's second cousin. We're all eerily related, and thus the gene pool is shallow. Come in and splash if you must, but you won't get tan. We are ruddy Teutonic giants who wear plus-sized swimsuits.

         
         
         
         
         Gotcha! We don't wear swimsuits! If we wore swimsuits, that would mean we would have had to get naked! We've got better things to do. Such as sitting attentively in church, and praying that God will not call us to become a missionary on the Chaco!

         
         
         
         
         Multitasking

         
         
         
         
         North American Mennonites all used to grow up speaking Low German, using an outhouse, and shelling peas, sometimes all at the same time. This makes us ace multitaskers. My mother, one of seventeen kids, grew up with a two-seater biffy so that people wouldn't have to wait to use the toilet; they could enter in pairs, do their business, and get right back to work. The family that shits together knits together.

         
         
         
         
         The outhouse behind the church where my father was pastor offered only single seaters, but that was okay by me. I liked going alone to the outhouse. I liked taking a big gulp of outside air and seeing if I could hold my breath the entire time. I never could, and I always ended up inhaling the prodigious stink. After about ten seconds, you got used to it: a simple, uncomplicated odor. I sort of liked it. And I liked to stare down the hole at the shudder-some waste and the big damp flies. There were full-bodied turds slightly misshapen by the fall; there were interesting dark patches that absorbed smeared paper. Once I saw a rat moving like a shadow in the decomposing twilight. I often remained in the outhouse longer than necessary.

         
         
         
         
         I wouldn't have been able to explain it, but there was something satisfying about confronting the very worst that humanity could produce. What lay below the wooden seat presented a composite assurance that all the prim ladies of the church-Mrs. Franz Redekopp, Mrs. Heinrich Braun, Mrs. Jakob Liebelt-were, beneath their matronly skirts, not so prim after all.

         
         
         
         
         But I digress. Perhaps when you're the seventeenth child you are merely grateful that there is a seat for you, that your crap is part of the larger crap. You learn to work hard and pay attention to the many simultaneous conversations around you. Even as you sleep four to a bed, you master the art of plurality. Performing five different tasks, for five older sisters, each of whom is also multitasking, creates a soothing sense of anonymity. Call us Legion, for we are many!

         
         
         
         
         The Sing-along

         
         
         
         
         Mennonites may be unfamiliar with the pleasures of nudity, but we can all sing a capella, in gorgeous harmony, the reverent hymns of our youth. This is one of the reasons Mennonites have such big families. The parents are trying to round out the family choir. If they don't get a tenor, dammit it, they'll keep trying until they get it right. I am not at all gifted in the musical arena, though of course I can carry a tune and deliver an acceptable alto. When I first went to public school, I remember being astonished when my classmates in the Easterby Elementary school choir aired their rendition of the classic "Jimmy Crack Corn." They were more enthusiastic than tuneful, and nary a student knew how to harmonize, except Lola, who had a gorgeous voice even as a child. Poor Lola looked as if she'd break into tears.

         
         
         
         
         Once, traveling as an adult with a group of Mennonite scholars, I visited the Byzantine cathedral of Saint Sophia in Kiev. Our guide mentioned that the acoustics were spectacular. Spry Klaus Quiring, a retired music professor, was quick to turn to the rest of us, excitement in his eyes. He tried the opening bars of "Grosser Gott wir loben Dich" (Holy God, We Praise Thy Name). There wasn't a moment's hesitation. Suddenly the cathedral swelled with beautiful harmony. We all knew every word of every verse, and the hymn was so beautiful that the officials waited until we had finished the last note before they booted us out and politely requested we not come back.
         

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Perhaps you have been wondering, How can I join this attractive religious group? Yet it would be only fair to be forthcoming about some of the social lubricities that Mennonites have jettisoned for carefully considered theological reasons. This list includes, but is not limited, to the following:
         

         
         
         
         
         • Drinking

         
         
         
         
         • Dancing (though let's not forget "liturgical movement," which is sort of allowed)

         
         
         
         
         • Smoking

         
         
         
         
         • Sex outside of marriage

         
         
         
         
         • Sex inside of marriage

         
         
         
         
         • Sex on television

         
         
         
         
         • Sex in the movies

         
         
         
         
         • Sex in the classroom

         
         
         
         
         • Gay sex

         
         
         
         
         • Straight sex

         
         
         
         
         • Sex on the Chaco

         
         
         
         
         • Higher education

         
         
         
         
         • The Walt Disney Story of Menstruation

         
         
         
         
         • Gambling

         
         
         
         
         • Playing cards

         
         
         
         
         • Foul language (i.e., the word fool)
         

         
         
         
         
         • Ouija boards

         
         
         
         
         • Slumber parties

         
         
         
         
         • Cafeteria lunches

         
         
         
         
         • Divorce

         
         
         
         
         • Prada

         
         
         
         
         • Atheist husbands who, after fifteen years of marriage, leave you for a guy named Bob.

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         On the other hand, Mennonites happily endorse the following:

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         • Public prayer, out loud, with bowed heads, especially in restaurants and at airports

         
         
         
         
         • Mind over matter when it comes to dental hygiene

         
         
         
         
         • Huge donations to charity (with the money you save by not going to the dentist)

         
         
         
         
         • Potlucks (A-J bring a main dish; K-Z, pie)

         
         
         
         
         • Sweater vests buttoned right up to the top, so that they nicely cover the short-sleeved poly-blend shirts beneath

         
         
         
         
         • Pluma Moos, a hot fruit soup starring our friend the prune
         

         
         
         
         
         • Can I just say here that Pluma Moos also contains raisins?
         

         
         
         
         
         • Christian fish decals for the bumper, or perhaps a sticker depicting a cartoon girl and boy kissing each other in the name of Yahweh

         
         
         
         
         • The scrupulous consumption, on principle, of any and every moldy leftover in the fridge. In the words of the 1970s naturalist Euell Gibbons, whom I like to think of as an honorary Mennonite, "Many parts are edible!"

         
         
         
         
         Okay, I think my job is done here. The above summary of Mennonite culture is probably much more to the point than whatever's on Wikipedia. If you have paid close attention to the preceding pages, you are ready to meet Mennonites in real life. When you do, speak slowly and smile. If you play your cards right, I'm pretty sure they'll offer you some cabbage.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Special thanks to my editor, Helen Atsma, and my agent, Michael Bourret, for their role in shaping this memoir. I would have never thought of writing this story had not my svelte red-headed friend Carla Vissers pointed out that my e-mails from California were sounding a lot like nonfiction. I'm thinking of buying Carla a drink or something. And I never would have moved forward without the active encouragement of Anna-Lisa Cox. I'm grateful to Beth Trembley, Julie Kipp, Laura Roberts, James Persoon, and Jill Janzen for their insight, and to Joanne Jenkins for reading some of the chapters in early draft. Spirited nine-year-old Emma Jenkins had the pluck to dance an Irish jig in the lobby of a symphony hall, thus becoming my inspiration.

         
         
         
         
         It is my parents who played the greatest role in supporting this project. They invited me to stay with them as long as I liked, and were perfectly good-natured when I asked them pressing questions about their Mennonite youth. Also, when I was out writing in their gazebo, sweating it out in the valley heat under a slow fan, my dad would sometimes appear in his long shorts and dress socks, puttering about the backyard. Eventually he'd come over to the gazebo, deposit a handful of ripe cherries, and silently go away again. How sweet is that? And my mom! For her I'd drink scrofulous buttermilk-though in all probability if it's scrofulous, she's probably already finished it herself. In buttermilk, as in life, she's my hero.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         ABOUT THE AUTHOR

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Rhoda Janzen holds a Ph.D. from the University of California, Los Angeles, where she was the University of California Poet Laureate in 1994 and 1997. She is the author of Babel's Stair, a collection of poems, and her poems have appeared in journals such as Poetry, the Yale Review, the Gettysburg Review, and the Southern Review. She teaches English and creative writing at Hope College in Holland, Michigan.
         

         
         
         
      

   OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MENNONITE IN A
LITTLE BLACK
DRESS

A MEMOIR OF GOING
HOME





OEBPS/images/f0233-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/flower.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0232-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/bottle1.jpg





OEBPS/images/bottle.jpg





OEBPS/images/tilde.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





