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Tre Lys: Three Blondes is a trilogy of stories about Midwestern women. The title is Swedish to 

bring in the Swedish ancestry, Midwestern roots theme. Each story focuses on how a character 

uses imagination; memory, play based imagination, and self-delusion and each story is a deeply 

detailed character sketch (and story) about a women and her modern dilemmas concerning 

motherhood, creativity and romance.  
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Here is What You Know For Sure 

 

 

 

You know them, you must; those transitional, floating forward from the present experiences. 

When you are briefly in the present in a memory looking back from the future. One could call it 

the opposite of memory, but not premonition. If you have these experiences as a child, you 

become not a child—briefly--because you alone know something for sure. Or as later, your 

therapist will say, you have sudden intellectual and spiritual agency.  

 It is thirteen degrees and snowing in Apple Valley, Minnesota, and Frieda Margaret 

Ericksen’s newly separated parents have made an error. Well, probably for sure her father has. 

Though, in truth, both have. You know how that goes. 

 So here we begin.  

*  *  * 

Peter Ericksen may or may not have forgotten that on this blustery Tuesday morning, he was 

supposed to pick his daughter up from the suburban Minneapolis third-floor condo, and deliver 

her to the kindergarten unit at Morningside Elementary. That Stephanie Kerber-Ericksen’s new 

schedule at the dentist’s office started on the third, not the fifth of February, as he was originally 

told. Would it have been so hard to remind him? If you are his soon-to-be ex-love and ex-wife, 

yes. Yes it would have been. 

 Peter moved to a one bedroom apartment about ten minutes away from their family 

condo three weeks ago. Frieda has been told that her father is not around because he is traveling 

or working at night and she believed it until today. Until. Until. Such a loaded transitional word. 

Clearly, one is being set up. 
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 Now, everyone knows you’re not supposed to leave small children alone. But Stephanie 

didn’t want to be late—she didn’t want to let Peter make her late. At 7:04 am she peeked her 

blonde head into her sleeping daughter’s bedroom and settled the situation in her mind. She will 

be fine. He will be here any minute. As she leaned against the marble counter in the kitchen and 

poured her tea into a to-go cup the interior conversation continued, I was left alone all the time 

as a kid. Jenny and I were fine. We just played quietly and were safe and fine.  

 Stephanie has forgotten a part of the memory--her mother wasn’t at work. It just seemed 

like the children were alone because of a sociological partition. Midwestern mothers of Swedish 

descent have a knack for being inaccessible and task oriented. I didn’t have to use big words 

there. Okay, in other words, they are always puttering and straightening and fussing and busy 

with something or other. That should give you a better picture.  

 Before she left, Stephanie peeked in one more time on Frieda--her only child to have 

survived more than four months in the chaos of her womb. The room was brightening now, the 

blinds back lit with winter morning light. Frieda’s white-blonde hair (towhead, her mother called 

it) covered her face, and the child’s malformed left arm clutched at a stuffed loon. Stephanie, 

with haste, dismissed the full canon of motherhood guidance regarding childhood safety. It must 

have felt exhilarating. She said to herself, She will be fine.  

  

 Frieda plunged from a dream when her ears picked up the familiar sound of her mother’s 

clogs clacking over the tile by the front door.  That sound at that particular place held certain 

meaning. The girl came into a waking state, heard keys punching at the exterior door lock, shit!, 

a  percussive crash of a ring of keys falling to the tile and  then, like a handclap dying down, the 

clogs petered out.  
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  The small slight girl with the mussed hair--so blonde-white that it seemed almost 

iridescent pink--quickly exited her room and rounded the hallway corner. Red penguin-printed 

pajama bottoms nipped at her toes as she stood at the cusp of entrance hallway and the petite 

formal living room. She was at once alert that she was by herself in the condo.  

 The very first act that Frieda performed in the absence of authority was to scale the white 

leather sofa. Above a post-it note that said, “Company only,” Frieda stood with her legs apart in a 

wide V and peered out the window into the winter morning. The girl regarded the wide vista of 

leafless snow-chunked trees and snowy rooftops, and she saw herself as the captain of a white 

ship. Hovering above the bleached and blowing landscape, the winter sun was commanding and 

fierce. Frieda saluted it with her good hand--her fingers making a sharp eave at her temple. Then 

she bowed to it, swinging the malformed stump of her left arm gracefully behind her, as if it 

were a wing.  

 “Don’t burn your retinas,” she said aloud.  

 The thin girl pushed her toes into the cushion of the couch, bent her knees and bounced 

once. She stopped sharp, held very still and looked around. She was sure that her mother would 

materialize, hands wet from dishwashing, eyes like dragons. When no one told her to get off the 

sofa right now this very moment, Frieda experienced a glittery ball of pure joy followed shortly 

by a pang of disappointment. This is not a sensation limited to childhood. 

 The weighty silence of the room seemed to meld with frozen pale exteriors and Frieda 

stood still, listened to the house-beat, then stepped nimbly from the sofa to the coffee table, and 

jumped to the plush little white love seat. “Don’t touch the floor, Captain,” she said. She hovered 

above the single stair that created the lowered effect of the room and said, “Open sesame,” then 

waited while an imagined drawbridge lowered to let her across.  
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*  *  * 

Why doesn’t Stephanie call Peter to make sure he has picked up Frieda? You ask this, don’t 

you? Well, if you don’t, you should pretend to. People are moderating.++ 

 Maybe there wasn’t time? you could ask. Modern life cashes checks against the bank 

vault of allotted seconds, minutes, and hours. We are always in debt. 

 There appears to have been time to call Peter when Stephanie was waiting at any one of 

the stoplights on Cedar avenue. It’s illegal in Minnesota to use a cell phone while driving, but 

everybody does it. Especially worried mothers. There also appears to have been time after 

Stephanie unlocked the dental office doors, turned on the lights and upped the thermostat. There 

was at least ten minutes there when the dental office was as bare quiet and motionless as the 

family condo. Stephanie could have easily called Peter and checked, and she knew it.  

 But Goddamn him, she said to herself. I’m not his mother. It’s not my job anymore to 

make sure he gets to where he’s supposed to be. 

 When Dr. Wung arrived at 7:49 am, careful that the door didn’t slam behind him, 

Stephanie was thankful to be useful and necessary. Grateful, in a nearly religious way that 

morning, to the icon of old man aftershave and inarticulate goodness. 

*  *  * 

With the child’s good arm entwined behind her back with what she once heard her Grandma 

Kerber call her “gimp arm” and her chin jutting out, Frieda strolled through the kitchen. (She had 

heard it as “gimby arm,” which she thought sounded silly, but pleasing.) The girl opened the 

refrigerator, peered over the contents, and then closed it. She looked closely—like she always 

did--at the fuzzy black and white picture taped to the refrigerator door. Certain she was 

unattended and could freely do so, her pointer finger pressed into the image and mapped out the 
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C curve of what she knew to be the brother-who-never-came’s tiny back. She rested the flat of 

her finger on the egg of his baby head. It bothered her that he looked like he was drowning in 

dense black water. Frieda believed that he didn’t know how to swim right, how to put your 

mouth up for air and not suck in water through your nose. Things they taught her at swim 

lessons. And she believed that this is why he didn’t make it to them, this time or last time. 

 “Fraaaaank, Fraaaank...” Frieda called out in her reedy repeat-that-in-a-quiet-manner 

voice. It occurred to the child that she could make noise, yell, and not get in trouble. She yelled 

again, made it into a hollered song, “Fraayyaaayyaaank!” The cat never came when called, but 

she always called him. Frieda marched down the short beige carpeted hall, shot through her 

parents’ bedroom to the hot air vent by the tub in the master bathroom. This was his favorite 

spot. Frank groaned in lazy protest as Frieda wrapped her good arm around his belly and hauled 

him to her parent’s large cushy bed. When the child placed him in her lap, nuzzled his head 

beneath her chin, and chattered to him, the cat seemed to grin. 

 Peter and Stephanie named the orange tabby after Frank Lloyd Wright, but Frieda doesn’t 

know anything about the architect. On her own, she has figured out that he is named after hot 

dogs because he is chubby and smells good. (Peter is fond of Chicago style hot dogs—like he 

lived off them when he went to school there--and he calls them “franks”.) Stephanie hates hot 

dogs; she’s a closet vegetarian (doesn’t want to appear preachy). 

 The girl and the cat cuddled up into a ball in the center of the island of her parents’ bed. 

Frieda reached out, pulled one side of the soft green quilt over her legs, then did the same with 

the other side so that she covered Frank and the rest of her. They were like ravioli, she thought. 

Frieda kissed Frank’s cold ears, one then the other.  
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  The green-shadowed atmosphere beneath the blanket filled with Frieda’s breath, body 

heat, Frank’s warmth and purring, and the girl turned over and grinned face down into the 

mattress. There was a richness and freedom to this stolen moment that Frieda would not be able 

to name until years later, yet, she did know that this was one of the happiest moments in her 

recent memory. With her nose returned to Frank’s neck, and breathing into the cat’s fur, Frieda 

let herself sink into an instant, deep sleep, the kind of sleep common to children. 

 Within the yellow-purple sunset of dreamland, Frieda is by a lake and she is showing her 

little brother how not-to swim. She never sees his face (he is a naked C shaped blob) but she 

knows it to be her brother. In her dream, Frieda is irritated at him for not coming to them like he 

was supposed to, and also because he keeps rolling around and around in the water stupidly, not 

even trying to swim. Frieda bosses him, “No no no no.” Frank swims over and tells her she needs 

more sunscreen, that she is already looking burnt. He has blue puffy floaty things on his cat 

arms. 

 Frieda woke, and sat up quickly, absorbing the stark silent hollowness the condo. It was 

as if it were saying, shhhhhhhh. She could hear the echo of an airplane that had just passed, but 

that was all. Usually there was the noise of a television, the noise of her mother on the phone 

with her aunt, or there was the sound of water rushing through the pipes in the thin walls.  

 Frieda missed the noise with a spiky ache. She wanted the TV that hung on the opposite wall to 

be making noise. She wanted the photograph that hung next to it, the large gold framed 

professional family portrait to make noise, too.  Most of all, she wanted it to be alive, in motion.  

 If it did, it would look and sound like this: 

 It is Stephanie’s birthday and she has made her own carrot cake. She and Frieda are 

dressed up. They have been waiting for Peter to bring home Indian food, as planned, and he is 45 
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minutes late. A pan of French fries rests on a potholder in the middle of a triangular table, and 

Frieda sits quietly, munching fries and watching her mother. Stephanie is umbrella-d over her 

silver writing journal, as if someone were trying to read it. Her hand, ruddy with eczema, moves 

in a controlled procession. She remembers what her therapist, Jackie said about not using “he” 

but using “I”. Frieda gobbles at the fries, kicks her feet out beneath the chair as if she were 

swinging. She is excited to be eating what she knows to be junk food. She thinks her mother 

looks like a princess because of the gauzy turquoise strapless dress and the white-stoned sparkly 

necklace she is wearing. It makes the girl feel shy around her mother. The princess comes back 

from her faraway place and seems to remember that her daughter is present. Her tense angles 

diminish in response to the unwrapped gaze from her daughter, and she smiles without showing 

her teeth. Which is how she usually smiles. The mother imagines what her daughter must see, 

wonders if it is the same sort of lonely, bitter wife that she witnessed. It makes her exhausted, 

this being bitter business; it seems to be an old sweater, passed down through the generations.  

 When Peter blusters through the door, it is as if a train came through the wall. He always 

arrives bellowing. Tonight he calls out, “Somebody order some Indian food!” To the child, he 

sounds like a city. Like Chicago. Last year they all got to go there as a family and Frieda loved 

the trains more than the skyscrapers, the enormous dinosaur at the museum, or even the armies of 

boats. 

 A long time ago, when Peter and Stephanie were first dating, Aunt Sara called Peter 

charismatic. The way she said it made it seem like it wasn’t a compliment.  

 Frieda jumps up and her striped tights create a visual blur when she scuttles to her father. 

He picks her up, though she was too big for it. He is a large man and it is no problem to carry 

around a five year old. Stephanie, in her princess dress, stands at the entry to the kitchen with her 
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arms crossing her chest. She looks past him--in the direction of the living room window as if 

there was something out there interesting to her--as Peter passes her. He says, “Wow, you’re all 

dressed up.”  

 “Sometimes it’d be nice to hear, ‘you look pretty,’” she says. 

 “You look pretty.” Peter sets the bag of Indian food on the counter and smiles. He is 

handsome when he smiles, at least he used to be, to Stephanie, but now she interprets these 

smiles as unnecessary embellishments.  

 “It doesn’t mean anything if I have to ask for it.” Stephanie dumps the pan of remaining  

French fries in the sink and lets it makes a loud clatter. 

 “You guys ate?”  

 “You’re an hour late. Duh. ”  

 “Duh? We said six thirty.” Peter walks over to the sink and stole two fries that were stuck 

to the top of the pan. “Duh? What the hell is—“ 

 “We said five thirty. We never eat at six thirty.” 

Peter suspends his chewing as he just now realizes that this is true. “Well, you could have called 

and reminded me.”  

 “I’m not your mother,” Stephanie pushes her straight blond hair behind an ear and 

straightens her shoulders. She begins to pick at the foil on a new bottle of pink zinfandel. 

 “You have to stop saying that.” Peter looks around the room unseeingly, looking pissed,  

as he pulls off his tie and tosses it on the counter, removes his keys from his suede jacket and just 

as haphazardly pitches them to the counter too. They slide across the marble like on an ice rink. 

He yanks open the fridge with too much force and the contents in the door clink together in a 
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dangerous way. “I love coming home to a friendly house,” he says while pulling out a beer and 

removing its lid. 

 Frieda plays with his key ring on the opposite side of the counter, presses the mini 

flashlight off and on. She peers up at him between flashes while he takes a good long swallow of 

his Sam Adams winter lager. He says, “You are the best part of my day” then curls around the 

counter, reaches down and picks the girl up again. He carries her with him to the hall closet 

where he plans on hanging his jacket, Stephanie hopes. She hears him say, “I wish you would 

take that picture off the fridge.” 

 “I wish you would stop carrying her around,” she says, realizing that her voice sounds 

high pitched and starched, like her mothers. The passive pissy princess pours the pink wine into a 

hand-painted glass, then, one-by-one, pulls the little white boxes out of the paper bag and begins 

to empty their contents onto three round plates.  

*  *  * 

Frieda desperately wanted the TV to be making noise and she looked around for the remote; she 

was sure she had seen it before on the nightstand. The cat stuck out his pink tongue in an 

expressive yawn as Frieda pulled away from him.  

 Inside the nightstand drawer were two remotes, one for the TV one for the DVD player. 

There was also a small box of Kleenex, a silver sparkled writing journal, and a light-blue wand 

with the head of a dolphin on it, which Frieda saw as a toy. The little blonde girl turned the TV 

and ran through the channels. Frieda felt a glimmer of excitement in her belly when she realized 

that for the first time in her life, she could watch anything she wanted. She propped herself up on 

the left side of the bed, against the pile of overly-decorative pillows, and stretched her legs out 

long in front of her exactly like she had seen her father do when he watched TV.  
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 There were too many channels with people talking and other people listening and a room 

of other people watching. Frieda found the channel about animals and watched dogs get trained 

to not-be naughty. During a commercial, she pulled out a tissue and blew her nose, then wiped 

Frank’s nose. She set the sparkly notebook and the blue toy on the bed in front of her. The light-

blue toy looked like Frieda’s bath toys and she discovered that when the little black switch is 

pushed one of the ways, the dolphins head moved in a circle and bounced. Pushed the other way 

(down) the dolphin just bounced. 

 “Why why why why?” she said to it, something the little girl had heard many many 

times. To the girl it meant “Why are you so naughty?” But to her mother, it meant, “Why would 

you do that?” and “Why is life so hard?” or “Why did my life turn out like this?” 

 What Fannie meant today when she said “Why why why?” was “why don’t you talk, or 

make any noise, like music or animal sounds.” She laid the light-blue dolphin on the bed by 

Frank, who watched it closely, batted at it indolently, before crawling up to lie on Frieda’s lap. 

 Her gimby arm fell on a silky purple pillow while the she managed the TV remote with 

the other.  Outside, the wind picked up and shook the windows like a someone pulling on a door 

to be let in. One of the shows where people are talking and other people are listening has a man 

in soldier’s clothes—she can tell because last Halloween her cousin Marc was a soldier. He had 

matching mud-colored pants and shirt and he made his face black in places. Frieda was a 

ladybug.  

 The man in the soldier clothes was very interesting to Frieda--she watched him with her 

mouth parted. He was the only other person she had ever seen with the gimby arm. And he had 

on short sleeves. Frieda never got to wear short sleeves, even in the summer. The man’s arm 
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stopped just past the elbow and was cut straight across, “Mine is longer,” she said to him. “Mine 

points.” 

 In a flare of recognition, Frieda’s knows now that there must be other people with gimby 

arms. So, (she thought) she was not something uniquely broken. Those are not her words, of 

course. And because she had never before seen people with gimby arms on TV, she added up 

that there are probably maybe a lot of others with gimby arms, but that if you’re going to be on 

her TV shows (shows that don’t just have people talking), you need to have two good arms. 

Those are her words. Mostly. 

 The girl watched the soldier with the gimby arm until he wasn’t on the TV anymore. The 

room full of seated people cried and clapped at the end of the show, and the soldier got up and 

bowed. Frieda stood quickly and bowed back to him, in the same way that she did to the sun. 

Frank the cat—who had plummeted off her lap with the gesture--looked closely at his paw, 

looked purposefully not at Frieda.  

 She leaned down and kissed him on the head. “Sorry,” she said.  

*  *  * 

Stephanie at this same moment, twenty minutes away also said “Sorry.” She said it as a casual 

verbal tic, like everyone else she knew did. She pushed up from her chair and craning her neck 

like a goose, said it over the partition to Tom Klein, here to see Dr. Wung, who was running five 

to seven minutes late. Tom waved a hand and said, “Not a problem.”   

 Once re-seated, Stephanie pulled out sour gummy worms from a bag, making a huge 

effort not to make noise with the bag. She was also making an effort not to feel stunningly bored. 

Was it boredom or misery? It was hard to tell. Either way, it had been almost six years since she 
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had worked eight-hour days, and she reminded herself what her sister Sara said--that it was just 

something she would get used to.  

*  *  * 

Frieda dismounted from the high bed with flourish and went to use the bathroom, carrying the 

sparkly journal with her. While sitting in there, she set the journal down and picked up the 

magazines from the basket beside the toilet. She paged through a few that just had pictures of 

insides of houses, but no people. Concealed inside one of the house magazines was a yellow 

book that said Divorce for Dummies. Frieda recognized the word “divorce” but she didn’t 

remember where from. She opened the book and recognized something else—her Aunt Sara’s 

curly signature, just like how it looked on Frieda’s birthday cards.  

 The child added it up, and what she came to was that divorce was like the word cancer, 

which she had learned means you get sick and go away; that’s what happened to Grandma 

Kerber. And so, it seemed to her that her father was not there anymore because he was sick, too. 

Soon he would be gone away for good, like Grandma Kerber, or not coming to stay at all, like 

her baby brother. Over a long doom filled moment, Frieda sat there on the toilet, her striped 

leggings bunched up at her thin ankles. Her final thought was that there is a possibility of things 

not being as they appear. This scared her most of all. Her throat felt sand dry and she felt very 

hollow and small. 

 

 Aunt Sara gave Divorce for Dummies to Stephanie at Christmas, just a little more than a 

month ago. The sisters exchanged gifts privately over a lunch of salads, pina coladas, and finally, 

cheesecake, which Sara devoured as she said, “It is not a good indicator.”  
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  Not a moment earlier, Stephanie said that she was fed-up, and so her therapist said to 

bring Peter in with her, but Peter called it bullshit. Which to Stephanie meant that she was 

bullshit, or that her feelings about the marriage were bullshit. Yet, she isn’t taking into 

consideration that Peter called many things bullshit, for example a bad toss of the basketball or 

ice on his windshield.  

 Stephanie became more invested in this not-good indicator by the hour, day, and week. 

And she developed a sudden passion for movies about struggling and sexy single mothers, like 

Jerry Maguire and Erin Brockovitch. Then, she found  the Gilmore Girls—a TV show about a 

young mom and her daughter who are sassy and smart and best friends. She bought the DVD’s 

and played them in the morning when she got ready for work, and at night before and after 

dinner, and she slept with visions of sexy single motherhood dancing in her head.  

 The new life of divorced single mom Stephanie Kerber looked like this:  

 Frieda is waiting with the volunteer mothers at the gate and Stephanie pulls up in her nice 

–but not overly nice--car, steps out in heels, a slim skirt and a tucked in blouse. She looks very 

New York-ish, very cosmopolitan, but with a bit of the loveable bohemian--a large clunky 

bracelet and/or dangly earrings. Stephanie calls out a loud “Hey there!” and Frieda scampers 

across the length of the cement sidewalk, lunges at her mother and hugs her. The little girl clings 

to her mother’s neck (in the fantasy, Frieda has two good arms), Stephanie laughs in a wide way 

that shows all of her teeth (she pictures herself with Julia Roberts teeth). Then Stephanie the 

high-styling working mother waves graciously across the lot to the stay-at-home volunteer mom 

by the school door, who waves back with an impression of admiration and envy. In the car, on 

the way home, the daughter and mother chat about their day, and then stop at a Leeann Chin’s 

for dinner. They can eat out whenever they want now, and they do a lot. When they arrive home, 
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the condo is filled with cats—there are four of them, now—and Frieda and her mother watch a 

regular TV show that they both love in the master bedroom, and Frieda falls asleep in her 

mother’s bed (on her Dad’s old side). 

*  *  * 

At the bathroom sink, on her mother’s side of the counter, there was the outsized bar of orange 

soap that smelled like oranges. It was mostly there for decoration, but originally it was a gift to 

Stephanie from Peter. When he gave it to her, she had said, “Soap?” Peter had shrugged and said 

he just liked how it looked is all. “I see, it’s for you, then,” said Stephanie.  

 Peter said, “No. It’s for you. I thought you liked oranges?”  

 “I used to like oranges, now they give me heartburn. Remember?” 

 “I give up.” Peter said, under his breath and without his usual aplomb, as he pulled his 

electric toothbrush from the holder and opened the drawer for the toothpaste. 

 “You’re supposed to floss first, ya know, not after,” Stephanie said, heading into the 

walk-in closet to change. 

  

 So it happened then that the orange bar of soap started out on Frieda’s father’s side of the 

sink. Then, she saw it on her mother’s side, then back to her father’s, and presently it was at her 

mother’s side again. It was odd, considering neither of her parents seemed to use it. 

  With the help of the happy smelling orange soap, the child’s doom-filled divorce=cancer 

mood had passed as suddenly as it came. Frieda brought the orange soap up to her nose, sniffed 

deeply, while she inspected her refection in the large mirror above the sink. Her white-blonde 

hair was still mussed from sleeping and she tried to flatten parts of it with her right palm. She 

liked it when it was longer and she could play with it, put it in tails, but her mother told the lady 
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at CheapCutz to make it shorter, just below the girls thin chin, because it was too fine and 

tangled all the time.  

 Because Frieda was the only one that would use it, the orange bar soap lasted a long time. 

One handed, it was true that the bar was harder to use than the squirt soap, but if it was set in the 

sink bed, one could rub their hand over it to get suds. The big orange soap will always be linked 

to this time in her life, the year her parents split and the year she started to know things without 

having to ask.  

 With her right knee and good arm to secure her, Frieda hoisted herself up on the counter 

to play with the basket of her mother’s makeup. She sat cross-legged and dug through the little 

wicker basket, uncorked and rolled shiny tubes and plucked open angular plastic lids. There were 

stunning sticks of pink, brown, and red. Stephanie used to wear the red more when her and Peter 

were first dating; she used to wear eyeshade then, too. Now, the pink lipsticks were missing from 

the basket because these were the ones she put on in the car mirror on her way to work. The 

orange tabby sat crouched on the bathmat, looking only partly interested in what Frieda was up 

to. After a bit, he jumped up to Peter’s side of the counter and Frieda turned the faucet on low so 

he could drop his head down and lap at the water. It seemed to Frieda that it must take forever to 

not be thirsty anymore, if you were a cat.  

 After she squirmed off the counter, Frieda decided to check the drawers, something she 

was not supposed to do without supervision. Most wouldn’t open--they had the white locks 

inside like in the kitchen--but the two thin top drawers opened. The girl pulled out the contents of 

the second drawer and organized them on the counter. She counted the contents in the Spanish 

she had learned at summer camp—the camp with the kids in the wheelchairs.  
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 “Oh-no, dose, trees. . .” Frieda said, then waited for a beat after the “trees”.  In her mind 

she heard her mother correct her, say, “trays.” Her mother acted serious, but her eyes laughed. It 

was the same thing that always happened when Frieda said “damn”.  

 Peter had a habit of saying “damn” (as in “God damnit”) or “shit” (as in “I don’t give a 

shit”), but he didn’t like it at all when Stephanie swore. He used the word “unbecoming” when 

he told her this. At school in Chicago, Peter noticed the girls swore a lot. A lot. It suited some of 

them, but what he liked most about Stephanie was that she seemed “refined”. That last year in 

grad school, he would look at these cussing raucous women in the bars or at parties and say to 

himself, “Thank God Steph doesn’t do that”.  

 Once, when a friend of his said he thought Stephanie was “kind of bitchy” Peter had not 

been offended, had replied, “At least she’s not a slut” which, in his experience, most women 

were, or easily could be.  

 Now, to Peter, slut wasn’t a bad thing if you were one of the porn chicks who made a lot 

of noise and let multiple men fuck you (those were the videos he liked the most). But, it wasn’t 

what one married.  

 Stephanie made a lovely delicate bride, and even a lovelier delicater wife, but the truth 

was, Peter liked looking at her more than touching her. He loved the idea of her, one might say. 

And when she was pregnant with Frieda, he didn’t like to touch her at all. Oh, he touched her as 

a husband hugging a wife, thanking a wife with a cheek kiss, and he meant all of these 

demonstrations of affection, believed he was being a high-quality guy. But he avoided her skin, 

came to bed late and got up long after she had. He didn’t examine it much, but that was about the 

exact time he started watching porn and masturbating in his office before he left for work in the 

mornings. He might not have said he preferred porn to his wife, but, you get the idea. 
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 What about Stephanie?, you may ask. Yes, it seems rather tragic and she must have been 

aware—she emptied the office trash basket and “straightened” in there. She wrote about it in her 

journal, spoke of it to her therapist, but not her sister. It was too private. 

 Oh, you mean the other. Glad you asked--most don’t folks around here don’t ask about 

the ladies, er, sexual habits.  It’s good that you asked. 

 Anyways, you have the story of how the office became off limits, to Stephanie first, and 

Frieda later. 

*  *  * 

Frieda rested her chin on the bathroom counter. She gazed at Frank who blinked back at her. 

“Knock knock,” she said, and she rapped at it with her good knuckle. 

 “Whose there? 

 “Nacho 

 “Nacho who? 

 “Notch your cheese.” 

  She giggled into the face of the cat. Then she stilled and listened for a moment. The TV 

was still on. She thought she heard another plane go by. Frank wandered out of the bedroom and 

Frieda followed him, but first, she grabbed her mother’s sparkly journal off the floor. 

 Outside the closed office door, the blonde girl eyed the sign made with black marker that 

read, “Off Limits”. Frieda turned the knob and opened the door slowly, expecting something to 

jump out or break or scream. Nothing moved, but it was very different now, this room. So was 

the presence of this room in the house. It didn’t fit, anymore.  

 The office door used to be left open almost all the time when Frieda’s dad was working 

in here. One could walk right in there and even stay if one played with their toys quietly. One 
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could also be in charge of watering the collection of pointy plants on the windowsill—which was 

more like being in charge of not watering them. And it was a fun room, the most jolly room in 

the house when her father was home. There was the small TV in the corner that used to always 

be on, played a sports station with loud friendly people talking. The sun seemed stronger in this 

room because there were no curtains or blinds--it made it cheerful to be in. It wasn’t clear to 

Frieda until she was older that the appeal of this room wasn’t the noises or the sunlight, it was 

the warm man, temperature-wise and personality-wise.  

 In fact, it was one of the curiosities of Peter’s life that his relationship with Stephanie was 

so cool toned when everywhere else, he there was laughter and connection. Wherever he went, 

he was never without one or two charmed fans. Receptionists, bagboys, baristas, waitresses, 

cashiers. And dogs liked him, babies liked him. All fell for his jovial style and dead-pan teasing. 

*  *  * 

Frieda stayed in the doorway and felt spooked by this room now. The shades were pulled so it 

was nearly pitch dark and the room was jammed full of large brown boxes, so much so that you 

couldn’t see the desk. And the windowsill was bare—the collection of plants with the prickly 

points on them was gone. And the little TV with the men playing sports on it was gone.  

 The room was devoid of anything that made it happy.  

 Once Stephanie stood in the same spot, in this very doorway, and said, “I thought you 

wanted this room to not be another play area.”  

 “Yeah,” Peter replied, typing while he spoke, “but it’s fun to have company. She’s 

quieter than I thought she’d be. My brother and I used to be totally nuts when we played.” At the 

excitement in one of the announcer’s voice on the little TV, he turned in his chair to see the 

game.  “Oh shit,” he said. “Did you see that?” He said it to Stephanie, but he didn’t expect a 
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reply. She stayed in the doorway, picked at a mosquito bite on her arm with serious interest, 

waited, then said, “Well, maybe you could have let me know so I don’t keep telling her it’s off 

limits.”  

 “It is off limits when I’m not here,” Peter said. He stopped typing and leaned back in his 

chair, stretched the barrel of his chest out in a way that made him seem to fill the room more, if 

that was even possible. “Or if I’m on a call,” he added. Then, he waited, and looked at his Steph, 

his pretty, blonde wife, his unforeseen nemesis.  

 “We need to be consistent,” Stephanie said. She had her arms crossed over her green 

sweatshirt and her eyes looked dry and very tired. “You can’t tell a child one thing one day and 

another thing the next.”  

 “Gimme a break,” Peter said. He closed his body back up, and swiveled his chair so that 

Stephanie was looking at his profile. He began to sort through papers.  

 “Give me a break,” she said, and she walked back to the kitchen. 

*  *  * 

The phone rang in the bedroom. “I'll be back,” Frieda said to the forbidden office room, 

mimicking a funny deep voice her father made. She noticed the ice patterns on the high window 

as she backed out of the door. The girl walked to the little bedroom desk next to the television 

and waited for the machine to pick up. She paged through the silver notebook while she waited. 

Then, on the screen was a close up of a black shiny insect with an arrow like extra arm crawling 

over a stick.  

 A woman’s voice finally broke from the machine and it sounded to Frieda like the voice 

on the commercials for medicine; the ones where people sat in dark rooms and pulled at their 
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necks. The woman’s voice sounded like it had something important to say, but it didn’t want to 

make anyone mad. Frieda has used that voice.  

 “Hello Mrs. Erickson, this is Ashley Monson, one of the volunteer mothers at 

Morningside. Just checking in to see um, how Frieda and you are doing. I know when Darrell 

and I first split up, I was terrified. I had panic attacks and...well, there are these breathing 

exercises that really help, if you want me to show you them. Anyhoo, we just wanted to know 

what your plans are. You know, if it’s still going to work for you to do the morning kindergarten. 

If that’s a go-ahead deal. Thanks so much. Call when you get a minute.” 

 Frieda watched the insect let another insect, a friend, climb on its back. It began to eat the 

other friend’s head. If one stood next to the little girl, they would see the black shiny insects 

reflected off the retinas of her widened blue eyes. Not a cold blue, but a warm, late afternoon 

blue. A blue that was swimmable. Frieda blinked and watched the one insect walk away and the 

headless insect roll over. She imagined it to make a noise like, uhggGhggGghh.  

 After Frieda took the phone off its holder, she walked back to the master bathroom, and 

sat down on the rug. It was printed with a copy of her mom’s favorite painting from The 

Minneapolis Art Museum--the one with all the faceless ballerinas. She dialed the lobby. She 

waited, and looked at Frank who lay under the warm air vent.  

 “Oak Terrace, this is Gerry” the voice on the phone said. 

 “ Pizza, please” Frieda said. “Please. And thank you.” 

 “Who is this? Is this Jackie? You’re real funny Jackie” 

 “This is Frieda and I am not very funny, I don’t think. Do you know where my Dad is?”  

 “Who is this?” 

 “He ate his friend. Or maybe she ate his friend. I’m sorry. Her friend. She ate her friend.” 
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 Gerry from the lobby was quiet. 

 “Okay, then.” 

 

 The good news here is that someone, even just the fifty-three year old always sweaty 

lobby worker, has become keen to Frieda’s freedom. It won’t take long to figure out where the 

call came from. The bad news is that the phone has not been left “on”.. 

 Frieda set the phone face down on the ballerina bathmat. Frank, aware that he was being 

watched, protracted under the master bathroom vent. The girl sat down next to him, propped 

herself on the stub of her left arm and with the other, scratched his chin, which turned into a 

scratch on the long cotton ball fur of his belly as he stretched out even longer and rolled his head 

to one side. This was a conversation between the two of them. If Fannie were a chemist, like her 

Uncle Adrian, she might say that if you reduced the essence of her family down to one pure 

quality, you would have Frank.  

 Maybe Frank could have pizza too, she thought. “Only a little” she said. “Otherwise you 

will get fat.” 

 That is what her mother says when she eats pizza. Or chips. Or ice cream. Fat is like 

cancer or divorce. It is one of those words to be afraid of. 

*  *  * 

Frieda found out that her Dad thought the word was scary too. And he never seemed afraid of 

anything, even tornado warnings or germs.  

 He must have been sick--even then--because he sat on the edge of the high bed, bent at 

the stomach, and he said he felt like he was going to throw up. And she had never seen him cry 
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before. It made sense to her now, though, because she cried when she had the stomach flu or that 

time that her throat hurt so bad she couldn’t swallow.  

 What Frieda had witnessed from the hallway that early January evening--where outside  

the sun was already setting at four forty-three pm and it wasn’t even dinner time yet, was: 

  “Separations mean divorce. Say what you mean, for once. You want a divorce. Are you 

saying you want a divorce? I don’t fucking believe this. You’re trying to scare me into therapy? 

That’s it, right? Fine. Whatever you want. I’ll go sit there and listen to you tell me everything’s 

my fault, and I’m a shitty husband, okay? Okay?” He kept watch on the moving target of 

Stephanie, who in a fit of nerves roamed from the bathroom to the walk-in closet and back. She 

tried to appear busy or busying, but you could tell by her face that she was listening, that she was 

holding her breath. When she was out of his view, she wiped the mascara from below her eyes. 

Then she was in the closet and she took off her cardigan sweater and put on a warm, old, 

sweatshirt. Then she went back to the bathroom and straightened the towels, blew her nose with 

a tissue, wiped at her eyes. Then went back into the closet, changed into a different sweatshirt 

that hadn’t been Peter’s. She was determined and sure and unsure and unmoored, but she didn’t 

dare share any of this with Peter. She had returned to the bathroom and was rubbing lotion into 

her hands when she heard say, “This is such bullshit, Steph.” 

*  *  * 

The walk-in closet was directly across from the bathroom shower. Frieda pulled at the closets 

sliding door and when it got stuck half way on the carpet, she stepped back and kicked it. Not 

hard, just to let it know it is bad. On the TV there is a lion chasing a giraffe across a brown field. 

The lion stretches long like it is taking up every bit of space that it possibly can. Frieda knows 

that Frank sleeps like that. And her dad makes noise like that; like he is aiming to fill the corners 
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of the room with his voice. One could say Frieda does not try to take up space with her voice. Or 

her body. Stephanie has trained her daughter well, but it wasn’t that difficult. There was lots of 

help: Aunt Sara, Grandma Ericksen. Oh, and before last year, Grandma Kerber. 

 The cedar-lined closet was to Frieda what the art museum was to her mother. It was her 

favorite place to spend an afternoon. First off, the girl loved how the closet smelled. She 

imagined that this was what a forest felt and smelled like. Like something secret and safe. 

Second, it was like a game in here--a highly ordered maze, with all different shapes of shelves 

and curious areas that fit a thing just right. For example, a curious little rectangular spot made 

only for and perfectly for an umbrella. The rows of hung clothing seemed to her like trees--all 

the same looking from far away, and all special, singular, close up. Climbing the left were rows 

of all different colored and shaped shoes. The girl liked to see who was at the top this time, and 

who was still waiting their turn. Like, if they were really good, they would move up higher. And 

if they were not good, if they didn’t do as they were told, they would move down.   

 The best part were the diminutive outfits, the ones that didn’t even seem like a person 

could wear them. The baby clothes. They had their own little baby-person hangers and baby 

sized hanging area. Most still had tags on them, and so were hard to remove from the hangers, 

but some, like the bib overalls or the Minnesota Twins jersey, could be easy taken off the little 

blue hangers, and put on a doll or, perhaps, an orange tabby.  

 And sometimes, the big clear plastic containers were open and Frieda could get to her 

brothers toys and books. Other times, like today, they were snapped tight and impossible to get 

into with one hand, no matter what one tried.  
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 Sometimes, too, there might be a toy or a book on the ground, left there like someone had 

just been playing with it. Like the time she came across the trucks that flashed red lights and 

made siren noises. Her mom took those away quick, but it was fun while it lasted.  

 Frieda paused to take in what was different about the closet. She did this so much lately, 

with everything. Much later, when these things were more conscious than unconscious, it would 

stratify her childhood memories to be Before Divorce and After Divorce.  Frieda noticed  

something new today in the closet—on the one side you could see the grey-blue wall. It was as 

wide open as a cloudless winter sky, except that her winter jackets were hung there now, along 

with her mother’s. They both used to be in the office closet. It took  a moment to recall what was 

there before. Ah! The crispy shirts with the bags around them. They were gone, all of them.  

 Frieda stepped forward, touched the jackets with her good hand, Oh-no, dose, trees. She 

said this in a lilting voice now, and it though it came out like a song, and she liked songs, hearing 

her slight voice out loud made her more despairing. The empty side of the closet seemed 

overwhelming to the child and it reminded her that the whole house was empty, that maybe it 

would stay empty and that she would be left alone forever. 

 The soft red jacket, the one with the white fluffy collar that felt like Frank, was for 

Christmas church service. The blue one was for snow-play only, and the checked brown one was 

too small and from last winter. The girl thought about last Christmas, how she wore the red one 

(it is velvet) to the candlelight church service, and how at the end, "Silent Night" was sung 

without the organ, with just the moms and dads and children singing. While she sung, she had 

looked up at the candles on the big overhead rafters. They were lined in tidy rows and rows, like 

the baby overalls and the sweaters and the dresses in the closet. The girl tilted her face up as she 

walked through her mother’s shiny silky dresses, letting them brush over her face one by one. 
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The smell of her mother’s lotion and perfume on the dresses, and the safe forest of the cedar 

closet will be treasure-chested in Frieda’s memory, along with the orange soap, the happy office, 

and the large orange cat.  

 The phone was making an awful noise and this drew the child out of the closet. It was 

placed right on the head of one of the ballerinas, so she nudged it with her foot so it wasn’t like it 

was eating its friends head. She leaned against the white counter, and stretched her good hand 

longer than it wanted to go until she could reach the lotion bottle; pulled to her and squirted it. It 

made a curly pile and she wiped up the lotion and patted it on her cheeks while she looked at the 

mirror. She looked at the face that Grandma Ericksen said looked like her father, peered at the 

eyes Aunt Sara said are her mothers. To her she looked like Frieda, and it neither pleased her nor 

worried her at this point.  

 Frank got up and Frieda him out of the bathroom, and the bedroom, and they both paused 

in the hallway outside the office. The orange tabby gently nudged the door open with his ample 

forehead and entered the room. He sniffed the boxes one after another, stalked them with an 

unruffled air, and peered into the ones that were low to the carpet and not taped closed.  

 One box was not closed and taped up, its four loose corners like flags. Frieda walked over 

to it while Frank jumped up on the newly empty windowsill. “They’re gone,” she said to him, 

about the pointy plants. The top of the open box was at chin level with the girl, and she rested her 

chin on its edge, which felt crunchy.  It had just a few clothes in it. When she tipped the box on 

its side and climbed in, she could smell her father in this box. It wasn’t clear to her how it 

worked, but she was certain that her dad was there and Frieda set her face in the clothes and 

smiled so big her teeth pressed against the fabric.  



Tre Lys 28 

 

 She clambered quickly out of the box and squeezed through the stacked boxes, making 

her way to her father’s desk. The contents on the desk looked messy and like they were waiting 

for someone to put them back where they go. Frieda pushed up close to the desk on the side 

where the pen holder was, and pulled out a black marker. Then she ran back to the bedroom and 

grabbed the silver notebook, and lunged back into the box as if wolves chased her. Her knees 

bent below her, and leaning on her stump arm, Frieda snapped the cap off the marker with her 

teeth, and in tiny letters wrote Frieda Ericksen. Frank Ericksen.  

 She drew a picture of a horse with a jacket on. Then she drew a cat next to the horse. 

Then another cat and another cat. She was careful to make sure all of the animals had four 

clearly drawn and detailed hands.  

 Feeling cozy, Frieda carefully placed the top on the marker, then kicked around the 

clothing in the box so that it made a bed. She lay on her belly in the box and opened the silver 

journal and began to turn over the lined and written on pages. Frieda couldn’t read and she 

quickly became bored and set the open journal down next to her. Her eyes closed and the little 

blonde girl hummed to herself. It sounded a little like “Silent Night”.  

 Then, she sat up quickly, grabbed the marker again, pulled off the cap again, and reached 

up to the top of the box and drew two large moons. The moons both have very big eyes, ears, and 

no mouths. Frieda re-capped the marker and laid back down, her skinny legs in their striped 

tights stretched straight. Frank peeked around the corner of the box, then stepped onto the girls 

legs, as if they were a drawbridge leading to the warmth of upper body. The stuffed up nose 

open-mouthed breathing of the girl, and the wave-like purring of the cat filled the inside of the 

box and Frieda the toe-head girl with the gimpy arm, and Frank the old orange tabby, fell asleep. 
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 Careful to use only “I” statements as Jackie the therapist instructed, this is what the open 

page of the sparkly silver journal said: 

I want to be different. I want this to be different. I don’t know how it can. I can’t imagine it. I am 

so lonely and angry and frustrated and hopeless. I am tired of being lonely and angry. I want to 

be  different. I want this to be different. I don’t know how it can. 
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The Tell-Tale Heart? 

 

 

 

It is October 3
rd

 and Emily Peony Sorensen, The Anti-Blonde, age twenty-seven, is pedaling her 

bright green vintage Western Flyer into the far southern suburbs of Minneapolis for her birthday 

brunch. It’s nippy out, and the brisk wind pulls at her ears and makes her nose run, but Emily, as 

a rule, does not wear a hat over her dyed-black chin length hair. Jeremy, her brother, has told her 

many times that a ten-speed would make the long ride easier, and Deanna, her sister, has told her 

to wear ear muffs, but to Emily, both choices are a concession to modernity and style.  

 If Emily could put it into words--which she wouldn’t because her thoughts work in 

images not language--she might tell you that fresh ways or things are suspect and to be avoided. 

She would say that being time-honored bestows upon a thing true beauty and value. 

 Besides, Emily’s emblem--the one she carved into a wood stamp and presses onto 

correspondence or drawings that she feels are good enough to show people--is two small finches 

roosting on the handlebar of a vintage bike. Nobody can tell that it’s a vintage bike, Jeremy has 

pointed out. The birds are what matter, Emily argues. Winged things are her thing—her artistic 

signature. Look, here is one of her 
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pieces:

 

                                                                 .  

 Emily’s bike route to Gram and Grandpa’s is the same as it has been since she moved 

down to Minneapolis. That was seven years ago, during her senior year at The Minneapolis Art 

Institute. She leaves the driveway of her rented attic apartment and turns right, heads south, to 
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connect to Lindale Avenue. If Emily were to turn left, there would only be a three blocks before 

Lindale merges with its sister—and more popular—street, Hennepin Avenue, the route that 

forms the main drag of downtown Minneapolis.  

 Emily’s prefers Lindale Avenue though. Its route runs through older residential lower-

middle class areas, plus, it was one of the original old country roads that ran the distance from 

the edge of downtown all the way south until it couldn’t go any more because of the Mississippi 

River. Gram and Grandpa Sorenson have lived four blocks from where Lindale ends, on Old 

Shakopee Road, since they got married more than fifty years ago.  

 From the end of their street, if you stand on your toes, you can see the rows of great 

conifers that crowd together to line the riverbed of the Mississippi.   

 Emily tends to get lost in vivid narratives when she is biking, and otherwise, and this 

Sunday, she is imagining Lindale as a dirt road. One that a young woman would ride a horse 

down when she went into the city to see movies on the weekends. Maybe it would be a buggy. 

And the women would have dark bonnets and gloved hands and elaborately beaded clutch 

purses. Emily does not realize that she is imagining her Swedish ancestors as Amish.  

 Emily reaches the half-way point, Minnehaha Parkway, where there is a large ball park, 

and she loses track of her dream of buggies and bonnets. She stops for a moment to sip water and 

watches a crew of young men who are tossing around a football. The one in the yellow 

sweatshirt is crouched over his bent knees panting and laughing. Emily continues on, and at the 

top of the small hill, past the park, she consciously seeks out a more sensual imagining, 

something to hold her interest for the last leg of the bike ride.  

 In this memory, it must have been October, and it must have been the last time she was 

with Hank. Emily has a dramatic and erotic history with Hank Stiles, beginning around age 
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sixteen. Lust is the wrong word; the one Jeremy uses. She should, but Emily doesn’t correct her 

brother; doesn’t say calling it lust seems an injustice. That just because the bodies connect 

doesn’t mean other things don’t too. If she followed the argument through, she might point out to 

Jeremy that it is because the other parts communicate so expressly that the bodies are able to. 

But since she’s not apt with words, here’s what Emily would want you to know: Hank 

Stiles is a nearly mythological figure. One of two sons, his Dad died when he was fourteen in a 

drunken driving car crash. He dropped out of high school in 11
th

 grade, ditched the suburbs and 

moved to Minneapolis to start a locally famous emo-punk band called The Drivers. He writes the 

songs, sings, and plays guitar--only the Telecasters. Moreover, his birthday is February 29
th,

 

which not only makes him a Pisces, but a rare rare bird. Like a fish with wings. Emily knows all 

of this because she dated Hank’s little brother Darren, in junior high school. He idolized Hank 

too. The whole group of them did.  

Today’s imaging of Hank centers in on the one that stirs the most electricity. The first 

time they hooked up. It was at Darren’s senior year New Years Eve party, with only the island of 

the two of them under the lights of the Christmas tree in the otherwise dark basement den. 

 The magic of memory rests on the impressions. For this memory, it is how white Hank’s 

skin is close up--English-Irish white, with lines already around his mouth and crinkling below 

his eyes when he smiles or talks. It is how small he is, his shoulders the same width as hers, his 

hands no larger than hers. And nervous and delicate. Exactly like hers. Her memories are built on 

these surprises.  

Hank says he digs her style. He is impossible to look in the face, at such close range as 

this. It is simply too much. They kiss for a while. It is all very slow and tentative and yet erotic 

and utterly exciting. Hank sticks his hand in Emily’s tights and asks if she has any jelly. The 
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memory makes a skip and they are kissing more; necks and ears are more ticklish than she would 

have thought. Hank unzips his jeans, pulls her head toward his lap and leans back. There is some 

confusion but he makes what she thinks is a shy, but happy, sound. Emily skips back to when 

they kissed in the first few moments, which was really really nice. Hank whispering that she is 

his dark angel. In her memories, Emily concentrates on the parts she was happiest with. The just 

being by him and feeling special. The sureness of a feeling that this was the most important 

moment of her life, thus far.   

*  *  * 

Emily encountered her first imaginary boyfriend subject when she was seven years old. She was 

at a Cub grocery store and her mother, C.C., was flicking through a stash of coupons while 

Jeremy, Deanna and Emily were huddled together at the end of the automatic ramp, where the 

bags are. They waited with tense little mouths because they knew that didn’t have enough, or that 

there would be a fuss over a price. They waited because C.C. might send one of them out to dig 

in the car for change. Oftentimes, the cashier would just let them go. That day, it was newly 

spring, and the three children were antsy to be outside in the yard. ‘What nice children you 

have’, the lady behind them said--someone always said. They were good because they were 

quiet. Jeremy would tell you they were quiet because they were worried.  

 Emily saw a boy at the opposite register, a blonde-haired boy, small and, at first, serious. 

He gave Emily a thumbs-up and a goofy grin. Emily giggled and looked down, pulled at her lip 

with her teeth.  

 She decided his name was Steven and that he lived not far away. Emily just knew that  

Steven was especially kind. She imagined he waited for her to get her boots on—something her  

brother and sister didn’t. She also knew that he amazingly liked to play backgammon, like she  
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did, and he had a keen appreciation of her drawings.  

*  *  * 

 “A.B!” Jeremy yells out from Gram and Grandpa’s front lawn, where he is raking red and 

brown leaves into a neat row of piles. He is half-shadowed below the amber canopy of the large 

red maple. A.B. is short for The Anti-Blonde. Jeremy was the one to coin the term when Emily 

first started dying her hair black.  

 With her hair now so dark, and cut just below her ears, Emily hopes she looks like a 

young Isabella Rosalina, minus the sharp nose. Emily has not formed her belief into language, 

but the jest of it is that being blonde--her natural color--represents to her a sort of cultural 

sickness. 

 Emily pumps one arm in the air as she glides up the curve of the driveway, coming up to 

the front step with a sharp brake.  

 “Aren’t you missing brunch?” Emily asks. 

 “They’re waiting for you. Yakking away about Dee’s wedding and shit.” 

 “Well, you made a good choice, then.” 

 Emily pulls at her black jeans after she got off the bike; yanks at the thighs and adjusted 

the waist. She strides over to where her brother is working, under the red maple, and asks if he 

wants help. When he says “sure” she jumps into the largest of the leaf piles. “Asshole,” Jeremy 

says, with a laugh. Emily rolls and kicks around, scattering the leaves across the newly raked 

patch of grass.  

 The nice thing about Gram’s house being here a long time is that the trees are mature. Big 

old umbrellas. Jungle canopies. In the summer, when they were kids, the three of them would 
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climb up in them and hammer in wood to make forts. In the afternoon, when it got too hot and 

muggy to move, they would lie beneath them in the itchy and soft cool grass.  

 “Mmmm, smells like horses,” Emily sighs into the leaves. 

 “You always say that shit. You’ve never even touched a horse.” 

 “Yeah I did. At the New Life Bible Camp. They had two of them.” 

 Emily stands and brushes the leaves off her back and legs. 

 “They were pretty ancient, though,” she adds. 

 “I don’t remember that,” Jeremy says. 

 “Well, you were probably stoned.” 

 “I wish.” 

 Emily remains in place, looking around the yard, as if she were waiting for a ride. Jeremy 

keeps raking for a bit, then looks over and says, “You don’t have to wait for me. Go in. I’ll be 

just two minutes.” 

 There’s a new spring in the screen door and it pulls hard shut with a bang behind Emily. 

Unspecific surprised sounding greetings call out from the kitchen, which is down the 

photograph-lined hall. Emily is careful to remove her shoes and any leaves. She leans her hand 

against the rose detailed graying wallpaper and pulls one shoe then the other off by wedging the 

toes of the opposite foot on each heel. The front hallway of Gram’s is always the tidiest place in 

the house. When folks come to the door, this is what they see, Gram says. Though, outside of the 

occasional salesman, no folks come to the door. The neighbors are older and there are no longer 

playmates ringing the doorbell like when Emily was little.  

  The Anti-Blonde sets her mittens on the heavy wood bench, where beneath the lid lays 

hats, mittens, and scarves from when they were kids. Probably still snot on them, Jeremy has 
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said. And she is careful to place her shoes on a rubber mat where there are pairs of men’s boots, 

a small Nike’s, and blue chunky clogs. Hanging on the wall exactly at eye level in front of Emily 

are framed high school and college graduation photos, and Jeremy’s wedding photos. There is a 

new one above the light switch—a baby photo of Colin, Jeremy’s son who is now seven. All the 

other baby photos—the ones of Emily Jeremy, Deanna and their father and uncle--are at the 

opposite end of the hall.  

 “Happy birthday, baby girl!” Grandpa says. He has exited his “office” and rambles down 

the hallway. He walks faster than you would think he should for a seventy-three year old man. 

Briskly. 

 “Hey, Pop,” Emily says, giving him a one-armed hug that includes a light double-pat on 

the shoulder. Together they head around the corner, entering the compact TV room that borders 

the dining room and kitchen.  

 “Why do you always call her ‘the baby’?” Deanna says. Emily’s petite and blonde sister 

is seated at the kitchen table head and her head is bent as if she were writing; her long hair is like 

a curtain covering the side of her face. Its solid mass of reflectivity sometimes reminds Emily of 

silver jewelry.   

 “You guys do that and people that come here start to believe she’s younger than me.” 

 “You’re both my babies,” Gram says, wiping her hands on an apron that has green apples 

printed on it. She turns around but doesn’t move towards Emily and Grandpa, who have now 

entered the kitchen.  

 “Happy birthday, Dear. You didn’t bring Ben?” Gram doesn’t smile slightly when she 

talks, like most of the rest of them do. Like most of the Swedish-blooded Minnesotans do. She 
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has some of the old Norwegian farmers’ blood; she is serious and taskful, yet you wouldn’t call 

her cold. You might call her the temperature of her home—always just a bit below warmth. 

 “They broke up,” Deanna says getting up and coming over to give Emily a hug hello. 

Deanna uses both arms and makes an “ung” noise when she hugs her sister. 

 “Awww...what happened?” Gram asks. 

 “It’s no big deal. We weren’t even very serious,” Emily says.  

 Emily stands over the stove, lifts the lid off the pan of mashed potatoes. Wet steam rushes 

up to her face. Deana and Gram exchange a look--one of sympathy and pity and assumption. One 

of the truths is that it indeed doesn’t bother Emily to not have a boyfriend on her birthday. 

Another truth is that Gram and Deanna imagine it to be another blow in a long line of hard luck.  

 They had high hopes for Ben—a graphic designer, a friendly young man whose only fault 

seemed to be a desire to discuss politics—but they also had high hopes for Steven, Joel, and 

Matt. Aron, an art school classmate who was American Indian, with whom Emily shacked up for 

half a year, inspired the opposite of hope. He was light-skinned, and a non-practicing Indian, but 

to the women in her family, he may as well have been an orthodox Jew.  

 Noticing the furrowed faces of the women, Emily says, “I’m serious. It’s fine. And I’m 

starving. Can we eat, or what?” 

 “Where’d your brother run off to?” Gram asks, not addressing anyone in particular.  

 Gram moves around the narrow and cramped kitchen with a meditative but commanding 

air. She does not look up much, and can seem distracted, but a child, or a husband, learns very 

quickly that Gram has total control of her surroundings. Grandpa often says, “She has eyes in the 

back of her head” 



Tre Lys 40 

 

 Chairs bump legs beneath the oval dining table and plastic placemats overlap at each 

setting. The placemats are seasonally themed (like the kitchen towels and bathroom rugs) and 

being autumn, the current placemats have smiling scarecrows standing amongst pumpkins. The 

Anti-Blonde begins to duck into her chair beside Deanna and across from Grandpa, but Deanna 

stops her and makes a camera gesture. Her two-thumb and forefingers make a square and one of 

her index fingers moves up and down as if hitting a button.  

 Emily retrieves the camera from the cupboard and turns the hanging table light to its 

brightest position. A picture of Emily blowing out the candles on her birthday cake will be taken 

later, but at the moment the camera focuses on the square glass pan at the center of the table. A 

tuna casserole hot dish with peas and carrots.  

 Deanna is assembling a collection, an archive, of every hot dish recipe she can find. Next 

to finding then marrying a good man and having a pack of blonde headed children, she considers 

it her life’s work. She’s been working on both for a few years now, ever since she graduated 

from Elmhurst School of Business. Emily’s job is to illustrate the book and to use the 

photographs as models. Hot dishes tend to all look the same, that is why illustrations would be a 

nice touch, Deanna says. So far, though, there had been some challenges with this arrangement 

because Emily’s new favored medium—the one she believes expresses above anything else her 

true auteur voice--is mixed-media (collage, as Jeremy calls it) and Deanna doesn’t see how they 

fit with the tone of a archival cookbook.  

 While Emily snaps the photo, Deanna says the Campbell’s cream of chicken (soup) 

would have been better as a base than cream of mushroom, but she was out, and Jeremy slips 

into his chair. 

 In the foreword Deanna, who minored in journalism at Elmhurst, has already written:  
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The Hot Dish, a Midwestern Tradition. 

Definition: Any variety of one pot dishes that include, as a rule, noodles or rice, a meat (or meat 

substitute) and a sauce can be called a hot dish. It is baked at about 350 degrees for about 

twenty minutes to get everything gooey and warm. Often, but not always, there is something 

crunchy and salty sprinkled on top. The hot dish can be seen as a creative venture for 

housewives of the Midwestern tundra, but they are also an economical and pragmatic invention. 

Leftover chicken, minute rice, frozen vegetable, a can of cream of mushroom soup and voila!  

A hot and satisfying dinner for five. 

 

 And here is something Emily made for it: 
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*  *  * 

For measurement, it might be good to know other versions of the Hank Stiles story. There are 

other parts of the story that Emily only told to Jeremy, and that Emily only told to Deanna, some 

of which they compared one summer afternoon at the lake. A truth that can be agreed upon is 
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that Hank Stiles was supervising his younger brother’s high school party in their mother’s 

absence, and Emily hooked up with him.  

 According to Jeremy, supervising the party meant, clearly, that Hank was buying 

underage drinkers booze and hoping to have sex with one, or more, of the high school chicks. 

Emily hung around Hank, followed him outside to smoke, bummed cigarettes of him ‘til he ran 

out, then made a big fuss about having more in her purse, which she just happened to have 

ditched in the den. The dark little basement den where no one was hanging out. Hank followed 

her and they “got it going”. Though Jeremy has never asked a girl if she had K.Y. jelly, he 

exaggerates Emily’s confusion at the question, saying Emily pictured grape Welch’s jam when 

Hank asked if she about jelly and that she kept worrying the whole time that the grape jam was 

going to get brought to use somehow. When talking about it, Jeremy calls Hank “pretty much a 

dick” adding, “but his band is pretty cool.” 

 According to Deanna, Emily had been drinking piña colada wine coolers and circling 

Hank all evening; not talking to him but just keeping near him and laughing a lot. Hank did all 

the talking; asked Emily what was shakin', asked why she had dyed her hair blonde hair black; 

she had shrugged and said nothin', and played with her bangs and said ‘Just 'cuz. Hank made all 

the moves: he followed Emily when she went to get her purse, said he dug her style as he 

reached up and slid the latch on the top of the door. Emily was so nervous she couldn’t talk. And 

it certainly wouldn’t have made Emily any less nervous or any less concerned that she was in 

way over her head to have had Hank laugh quietly when Emily leaned into his lap and kissed “it” 

and held “it” like a baby bird.  

 Deanna can imagine the appeal of a guy like Hank Stiles; he is like the bad boy 

characters in the trashy-sexy romance novels she picks up at Target. Not a soul knows she reads 
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such things and she conceals the raunchy covers with cut-outs from a home and garden magazine 

she subscribes to. Not a soul, not even her own soul, knows she envies Emily’s real-life 

adventures with men. Adventures that are not meant to last, that could do real damage if one 

wasn’t careful, or if one was too careful and cared too much.  Deanna has only ever dated with 

the intention of finding a husband, and there have only been two candidates. 

 The point is that not any one version of the Emily and Hank story is absolute. Real life-- 

not filtered through the imagination, memory, and speech--is always in the quagmire of the mid-

field, where unconsciously and consciously Emily is terrified and fully in control and taken 

advantage of and taking advantage. The only absolute truth is that she was making out with her 

ex-high school boyfriend’s brother, who, by the way, had a girlfriend. It is not that Emily’s 

memories are untrue; memory is always true. As in, it is real.  

 Anything that we can imagine or remember is--in image and feeling--a true real thing of 

the mind, of course.  

*  *  * 

Gram’s kitchen is pink. Pink the color of a bass fish’s belly. The old tiles have glitter in them, 

which Emily and Deana used to imagine was gold. They would wonder how Gram and Grandpa 

could afford such a thing; would worry that someone would break in and steal it. There is only 

one window in the kitchen area; it is above the sink and it is shadowed by the large red maple. 

Gram complains that all she gets to see are leaves, but Emily knows she sees more. Gram often 

gets lost with a glass in her left hand dripping soap, her right hand under the warm faucet, the 

slim wrist in a turn turn under the water while Gram watches out the window with a fixed gaze. 

Another memory is Gram on her way out, or maybe her way in: The strap of her green leather 

purse, a long thin leather strap, falling off her narrow shoulders to hang on her elbow while she, 
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with her grey corduroy jacket on--still on--passes her fingers back and forth over the curl of the 

sink, while she again stares out at the tree and the sky.  

 Emily used to think Gram was thinking of C.C. Wondering how a thing can happen, how 

a person can fall into grief and hopelessness and not make their way out.  

 A few years back Emily finally realized that maybe C.C. wasn’t haunting Gram’s inner 

images. Jeremy instructed Emily on this. He said Mom is their worry, but it isn’t like that for 

Gram. Mom isn’t to Gram what she is to Emily, Deanna, and Jeremy; she is just a woman 

Gram’s son married, had babies with. Someone who saddled--or blessed—her with another set of 

children to raise as she settled into the years where she should be gardening, napping, and 

reading all the books she didn’t have time to read when she was young.  

 Jeremy is right. Gram was looking beyond the red maple to the swans. The migrating 

trumpet swans, mixed up with the Canadian geese, making an arrow through the sky as if they 

were pointing out that the blue is so transparent it is nearly white.  

 C.C. lives in a Section 8 apartment in St. Louis Park, just off the 94E freeway. Right 

behind a Denny's. Across the street from an Applebee’s. Jeremy never calls C.C. “Mom”. He 

calls her Couch Queen or Chip Connoisseur (he started the Chip Queen one before he could spell 

well).  

 C. C., officially, stands for Camille Claudel, though their mother was born Catherine 

Carol. When C.C. was in her twenties she had her name legally changed to Camille Claudel-- a 

historical figure, a sculptress and the lover to Rodin (the guy who sculpted all those beefy men 

who seemed like they just threw a disc). Camille Claudel, the actual one, went crazy. They say. 

C.C. will tell you that the real Camille was passionate and very talented, just like C.C. was. 
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Another name Jeremy uses for C.C. is Catatonic Captain, due to the fact that she had her brain 

zapped when she was in her early thirties, about ten years ago.  

*  *  * 

At the table this fine brisk stolid Sunday noontime sits Grandpa, Jeremy’s son Colin, Jeremy, 

Gram, Emily and Deanna. After turning the overhead light above the table back to a moderate 

dim, Grandpa takes his place at the proverbial head of the table. The now deep sunset-pink room 

becomes quiet; all know to affect reverence at this moment. Grandpa, performing his only 

official patriarchal performance, clasps his worn looking hands, pushes his chair back with a 

screech in order to fully arch his body solemnly over the church of his closed fingers, and 

prepares to pray. His elbows rest on either side of his plate, where waits one steaming bun. You 

don’t have to fold your hands, or close your eyes--Grandpa is a Lutheran and not in any way 

admonishing--but you do have to look down to your lap and be silent while he prays.  

 Grandpa Sorenson, like the rest of his and Gram’s family, prays at every meal and at 

bedtime, though he only attends church on Easter, Good Friday, and Christmas. When he bows 

over the warmed bread roll, he says: 

 Come Lord Jesus be our guest. Let these gifts to us be blessed. Amen.  

 Chatter begins at the drop of the ‘Amen’.  

 “So, both of you weren’t here to hear the excellent news,” Deanna says. “There was a 

cancellation at the Stillwater Legion Hall. The bride backed out or something. Which way should 

this go?” She is holding the bow of bright yellow corn kernels and has taken the smallest of 

scoops. Deanna uses the word ‘excellent’ a lot, and she means it in its classic definition--to excel 

or surpass the average--instead of the modern usage of something being ‘pretty cool’. 
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 Gram waits for everything to go around first, and watches with a sort of Buddhist grace. 

“No, I want to be sure there’s enough,” she says.  

 “There’s always been enough,” Grandpa says.  

Colin asks for the butter to be passed. Jeremy reminds him to add ‘please’.  

 “So, what do we have here?” Jeremy says, as he curls his fingers around the large white 

plastic spoon and makes a huge dent in the hot dish.  

 Emily chews on her roll after buttering it from the tub of margarine. She makes a slight 

face, meant only for Jeremy to catch. He nods, rolls his eyes just slightly. This visual 

conversation is a standard between the two siblings; it means, roughly, God, Deanna is so lame.  

 While concentrating on wiping the margarine off her finger and back onto the bun Emily 

gives in, says, “So....?” to her sister. 

 Deanna is again as bright as the fluorescent tube above the sink. “Come on, duh. What do 

you think it means?” she says. “We get bumped up. We don’t have to wait till July anymore.” 

 Grandpa asks for the corn to be passed in a way that infers that he has been left out. 

Jeremy makes a point to say, “mmmmhm” and points at the hot dish and gives Gram a thumb-

up. Gram, now with moderated clumps of food evenly-spaced around her plate, is thoughtfully 

cutting her roll in half. She appears to not be listening. 

 Jeremy, while chewing his food, makes a winding motion with his hand, which Deanna 

and Emily know means “wrap it up--get to the point”. 

 “Sooo, the new date for my wedding is February 18
th

. Which gives us the opportunity to 

utilize a Valentines theme,” Deanna says. She pushes a strand of very fine light-blonde hair 

behind her small lobed ears. Grandma has pointed out that Emily has large ears in comparison. 
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 “Isn’t a wedding like the end game of Valentine’s day? Isn’t that redundant?” Emily asks. 

She is not particularly nuts about this hot dish, but it sops up well into the bread bun. 

 “Yeah, it’s like celebrating a second base steal, when the guy made it all the way home,” 

Jeremy says, looking over at Grandpas as if for a laugh. Grandpas is busy on his second helping 

of hot dish and is not listening.  

 “I don’t care if you two make fun of it. I am happy. I wouldn’t expect you to be happy for 

me,” Deanna says. She drinks the last of her milk and delicately wipes her lips with the tips of 

her fingers. She is wearing nail polish that is just a whisper of pink. 

 Emily reaches for her milk, sips, and then reaches for another bread bun. The mood feels 

tense now, as if there were an outburst, which really, there was not. It would be a stretch to call it 

a disagreement, even.  

 “So, are you going to go with a different color for the bridesmaids? Something wintery, 

then?” Emily asks. 

 “Yes, thank you for asking. I think something pink or mauve-ish. Ya know?” Deanna 

stacks her fork and knife on her plate and crosses her arms over her chest. Shivers. “It’s like ten 

degrees in here.” 

 “Yeah. Mauve maybe,” Emily says, sharing an undetected wince with Jeremy. “You want 

help?” 

 “I do, I do. Haha. I have some pictures. . .” Deanna pushes her chair back 

 “No business at mealtime, girls,” Gram says in a not-mad voice. She is amazingly still 

making her way around her plate; she is selecting minute pieces of hot dish in a way that reminds 

Emily of the pet bird. “Not how I remember it,” she says. She chews her food as she does most 

everything; as if it is a not-unpleasant duty.  
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 “Sorry, Gram,” both girls say, in unison. 

*  *  * 

Emily only once imagined getting married. It was when her Malibu Barbie took part in a double-

wedding egged on by Deanna whose Barbies were always getting married or having babies or 

moving to a new house. Emily has pictured many things, but she cannot picture—even with 

effort--being a housewife to Hank or Ben or anyone. And she feels a bit criminal about it. But it 

seems a worse crime to admit (even to herself) that she prefers complete selfish devotion of her 

energy and time to her inner workings, her drawings, and her plans, however un-ambitious. If 

she followed the self-reflection along far enough, she would realize that it is not guilt that Emily 

feels about her failed man-keeping, but instead, a stubborn assurance and slight fear that she is 

on to a pioneering life philosophy that moves her outside of the pairing up mindset of everyone 

she knows. She may also find that this independence has something to do with C.C. If she 

followed the self-examination through, that is.  

* 

There is an exit ritual to the meal, an unwinding of the winding up. A nervous tension mounts 

because the kids—Emily, Deanna and Jeremy will always be the kids here--and Colin are clearly 

restless and ready to be in motion again, but they wait for Grandpa’s signal. Once Grandpa rises, 

pats his belly and smiles, and they begin to jostle about, the girls bringing their dishes to the sink 

and the men heading for the living room while entering into a strolling discussion of the recent 

weather as if they were picking up where they had left off earlier.  

 “Kinda cold last week, though,” Jeremy begins. The TV goes on and a there is a 

conversation--an explanation--about what Colin is allowed to watch. Emily hears Grandpa say, 

as he passes the thermostat, “Someone turned the heat up again.” Gram stays at the table, picking 
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good bits of food off the men’s plates with her fingers, making a nice little pile of starches to 

offer the pet bird, Jimmy, a cockatiel.  

 Jimmy used to belong to Deanna. Or perhaps Emily. What happened was C.C. brought 

the bird to the house with her, left it, and each girl believes it to be her own special gift. It was a 

summer afternoon, and the girls were in the front yard filling up the rubber pool with water. 

Jeremy was at baseball practice. C.C. drove up in her van with the big window in the side, the 

one they all slept in for a few weeks before C.C. was admitted to the hospital. The one C.C. said 

they were going to drive to the desert in. It was a short visit. Emily remembers her mother 

arguing with Grandma, and then crying. Gram said the words “selfish” and “unstable” and 

“mother” and C.C. said, “Fuck you.” Then she kissed her girls and got back in her van. It is even 

possible that she meant to only show the children the bird, not leave it.  

 That is Gram’s idea, anyways. She argues that the bird is better with her and it is true that 

one of the only things that seem to give Gram something close to pleasure is successfully 

managing Jimmy the cockatiel’s well-being.  

 Deanna clear plates and comments on what could be done different to the hot dish, or if it 

was just right, and why it was just right. “It might have been a little dry, don’t you think?” A cup 

of milk in there would make for a better broth. Do you think I should add that to the recipe? Can 

I just, you know, do that?”  

 She hands the plates to Emily who scrapes the mess of noodles, bread, and leftover corn, 

into the garbage can. “You’re the author,” Emily looking sadly at a bun with just one bite out of 

it on Gram’s plate. She considers munching on it, then tosses it into the garbage quickly. “You 

can do what you want, can’t you?” 



Tre Lys 51 

 

 “ I don’t know. You think?” Deanna says. She moves her teeth back and forth as she 

ponders, bends a trough between her brows. She still looks perfectly pretty when she does this, 

and it produces a stab of annoyance in Emily.  

 The two men make their way to the back porch, and when Emily hears the sleek siren of 

the porch glass door pull open and the closed—a sound she has been listening for covertly--she 

begins to slide out of the kitchen.   

 Deanna says, “Hey, I really like your sweater. That’s my favorite color, ya know. Aren’t 

you coming to the fabric store?” Emily’s sweater is a vintage light blue cardigan with sparkly 

glass beads sewn into it. Deanna tries to make a point of saying something nice to Emily at least 

once every time she sees her. 

 “You have to come. You said you’d help.” Deanna darts her green-blue almond shaped 

eyes quick as a flash to Gram as she speaks to Emily. 

 “But, I told Grandpa I’d go to the ‘Y with him,” Emily says. A lie and a decent one. 

Grandpa swims and lifts a few weights at the YMCA regularly and Emily has been known to 

accompany him.  

 “They don’t have ‘lap swim’ until later, I’m sure,” Gram says. She is peering into the 

bird cage with a dull satisfied grin, watching Jimmy pick through the scraplings. “Afternoon is 

“open swim’. You know how he hates the big honking noise of all those children in the pool.” 

She is rinsing dishes in the sink, hand washing her favorite painted clay bowl that held the corn.  

 “Let me just go tell him them, then,” Emily says. “I'll be real quick.” 

*  *  * 

Grandpa, Jeremy and Emily sneak a smoke and drink Pabst Blue Ribbon under the porch after 

Sunday meals, and on other occasions. Emily isn’t nuts about smoking, and she likes the cheap 
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beer okay, but more she loves the ritual--the sense of escape; the sharp excitement of hiding; the 

chitchatting and bullshitting and being let be. And she loves watching Grandpa lean his back 

against the red brick wall of the lower level; sneaking a smoke behind his house like a teenager. 

Last, she loves that he makes a big production out of stamping out his cigarette, waving at the 

smoke, and running into the garage via the back door if he hears the porch door handle click and 

the porch door begin to slide open.  

 Today, Emily steals a smoke with the men and thinks about calling in sick to work 

tomorrow. She sips beer out of the can and looks out over the broad slope of the back lawn, to 

where the raspberry bushes wait for the next warm season. One could say that they are always 

waiting more than they are blooming. The grass is overgrown and silky, and Emily thinks how 

much she likes it that way. Grandpa seems to notice the direction of her thoughts and says he is 

getting too old to have a big lawn to mow. It is the closest he will get to asking Jeremy to mow it, 

but today, after having put in two hours under the front maple tree, Jeremy lets the comment go 

without an offer  to help mow. 

 “It’ll be covered in snow soon enough, anyways,” Jeremy says.  

 There is a cozy silence as the three of them look over the lawn, each seeming to shiver 

and sober at the thought of the coming winter.  

 “Sara’s sister still in town?” Grandpa asks Jeremy. 

 “Nah.” Jeremy picks at his teeth, pulls out a piece of corn, looks at it for a moment, and 

then flicks it to the ground. 

 “She says today is ‘me’ day,” Jeremy says.  

 “’Me day’ huh? What’s she do on a "me" day, then?” Grandpa asks. He pulls away from 

the wall and lowers himself into a sort of Midwestern thinking-man’s squat. 



Tre Lys 53 

 

 “I don’t know. Shop probably” Jeremy nods to Emily, “A. B.” It means to grab him a 

beer out of the cooler. 

 “’Me day’. . .” Emily says, offering Jeremy a conspiratorial grin as she passes him the 

can. It means, “that is so lame”. 

 “Hey, you’re the lucky one. Every day is ‘me’ day for you,” Jeremy says.  

 “Yeah, right,” Emily says.  

 “I’m serious,” Jeremy says. There is an earnest expression on his face. “Don’t envy 

Deanna’s getting hitched. They don’t call it ‘hitched’ for nothing.” 

 “I don’t envy her.” Emily fiddles with and pulls off the thumb tab on her beer can.  

 Jeremy collapses his beer can in the can-smashing gadget screwed into the post beneath 

the stair of the porch. He sets it neatly on top of the pile of can in the plastic tub, like the cherry 

on top.  

 “Really, I don’t,” Emily says. 

  “I’m just giving you shit, is all,” says Jeremy. 

 “I know. I better get going before they come chase me down.” Emily crunches her can in 

the gadget and tosses it into the tub of smashed aluminum cans. “I gotta go with them to Joanne 

Fabrics.” 

 Grandpa rises from his squatted position, his knees crack loudly, “You hear that?” he 

laughs gently, says. “I tell ya, I make noise every time I move.” Both of the kids chuckle just 

enough to show they heard him. 

 “I’m going in too.” Jeremy says, stamping out his cigarette quickly on a cement brick, 

then following Emily to the lower level door, at the back of the garage. Grandpa stays back, 

takes one last gulp of his beer. He tosses his finished cigarette in the dirt and turns his brown 
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leather loafer back and forth over the butt more than is necessary to extinguish it while he looks 

out over the yard. There is a gentle tone to his gaze that one might call sentimental.  

*  *  * 

Emily pulls on her mittens as she waits on the front step for Gram, who is double-checking that 

the door is locked and checking to ‘have everything’. “You can go on and get in,” Gram says. 

“Harry says I’m always the last to get in the car.” Harry is Grandpa.  

 “It’s okay. I’m in no hurry,” says Emily. On the way to the car, the two women walk 

shoulder to shoulder, a little huddled against the newly vigorous autumn wind.  They have a 

similar sort of comportment, Emily and Gram; they are the roughly the same size--both shorter 

than average and wide at the belly and hips--yet graceful and sturdy seeming. Emily leans in and 

gives Gram a spontaneous kiss on the wrinkled and powdered cheek.  

 Gram says, “Did you brush your teeth today, dear?”  Emily runs a tongue over her teeth 

and nods.  

 In the Buick, Gram is in the front, driving, and the radio is tuned to a country station. 

Deanna sits in the front passenger seat. She reaches her thin wrist to the knob and turns the music 

down, then turns back to Emily, in the back seat.  

 “Don’t worry about a date for the wedding. . .” Deanna says. “But if you want, I know 

some people who need dates.”   

 Emily continues to look out the window, despite Deanna’s gesture at conversation. The 

seat next to her is piles high with garage sale buys and bags of things that need to be returned. 

On the floor are library books and a box of Kleenex.  

 “I’m okay,” Emily says after a pause. She is beginning to mentally wander and it doesn’t 

take her long to get somewhere deep in the canyons of her imagination. She wonders why the 
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most modern and architecturally interesting-looking buildings are bank buildings, thinks about 

the era they were made, if they are original, and how banks—the enemy of creativity--ended up 

being the only modern and cool looking things in the suburbs. Her mom, C.C. used to point out 

cool modern buildings whenever they were all in the car, but Emily doesn’t remember this 

(consciously). At any rate, Emily decides that a vintage clothing and knick-knack store is what 

belongs in that sort of location; not a bank, for God’s sake. She thinks, if she only had the 

money, she could start one. When she has the money. Think positive, she tells herself.  If this hot 

dish cookbook takes off, she could quit her job at Roland’s Handiwork and do it. She thinks of 

what she should name her vintage store. “Golden Oldies”? Oh, god that’s awful, she thinks. 

Maybe “The Tell-Tale Heart”? 

 “You shouldn’t go by yourself, dear,” Gram says, turning the radio back up.  The back 

speakers are tinny and too bright, light direct sun over the water lake in the middle of the 

afternoon. The snow-white head of hair rocks back and forth to the country song. It is one with a 

brassy sounding woman singing about a man who’s in trouble.  

 Gram pulls onto the freeway entrance ramp and Emily wakes from her imaginings 

quickly, asks “We’re not going to Joanne’s, then?” 

 “Different one. It’s not too far,” Gram says.  

 Emily watches out the window again, tries to remember where she was in her thoughts, if 

it is worth going back to the idea about the vintage store. She switches images, sifts through her 

thoughts because she wants something delicious, something that will be like chewing into the 

first bite of a slice of chocolate cake.  

 Her inner scope settles in on the late summer evening she and Ben swam naked in the 

pool where he was house-sitting in the far south suburbs. It was stifling hot, the kind of air that 
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Minnesotans say you can cut with a knife. Emily’s legs are wrapped around Ben and her back is 

positioned on the scratchy pool steps at the shallow end. The water was suddenly so balmy—like 

it was free to be most warm when the sun departed.  What she likes most about Ben at this 

moment is that he always responds to her—he is easy to turn on. His open-mouthed kisses are 

filled with water off and on, and Emily laughs when she accidentally spits the water out into 

Ben’s face. Ben says they should go inside the house, this isn’t going to work.  Emily pulls at 

him, tries to think of a way to say stay, play, but it all sounds slutty in her head.  

 “Whatcha thinking about” Deanna asks, spinning around fully in her seat to face Emily. 

This is something she always asked Emily growing up.  

 “A girl on the news had her spine all twisted up when someone ran into them and she was 

facing backwards,” Gram says. 

 “Nuthin,” Emily says. This is something she always answered growing up. Direct 

personal questions posed by Deanna annoy Emily. It is an intrusion, to Emily. A too obvious and 

unoriginal attempt at bonding.  

 “At Cub last week I saw Jennifer Anderson. She was all super friendly and [Deanna 

mimics a huge open-mouthed cheerleader smile]. She’s fat now. And she married a Mexican 

guy.” Deanna’s voice gets low and expressive on the last part.  

 “Hmm. I don’t remember Jennifer Anderson,” Emily says. 

 “Yes, you do. She was in dance-line with me, but she was in your grade. She said she sat 

behind you in Algebra. She would always tell me that your head was bobbing backwards in class 

from falling asleep, or trying to stay awake, or something.” 

 “Huh.”  
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 “What else? Oh, Dean Bridgman is running for county clerk, or something. I saw some 

advertisement for him. He looks pretty good. I’m not sure who he married, do you remember?” 

 “Uh-uh.” 

 “Oh, I know. Did you hear about that punk band guy, what’s his name, ya know, the guy 

you were obsessed with after high school.” 

 “What?” 

 “That guy, what’s his name? Darren’s brother. Hank Simon, something?” 

 “I m not sure who you mean.” 

 “You totally know who I mean,” Deanna smiles and smoothes her hair with both palms. 

 “Anyway, he got arrested for kiddie porn or something like that,” Deanna says. “Maybe it 

was underage prostitutes. I don’t remember exactly. It was in the Bloomington paper a few 

weeks ago, the little local one that Gram gets.” 

 “You have the names confused, as usual. It’s not Darren’s brother,” Emily says. “His 

name was Hank Stiles. He doesn’t even live here anymore. He lives in Chicago.” 

 “No-- that’s his name, that’s who it said,” Deanna says. “Age 33. The city they gave is 

the suburb where his mom used to live, where you used to go to parties at. It’s that guy, I’m 

sure.” 

 “What parties?” Gram says. She didn’t appear to be listening until the word ‘party’ 

perked her ear.  

 Emily feels like a large black hood has been lowered over her head; it has no mouth hole 

but large eye holes and she sees too much of everything. They have exited the freeway and sit at 

a stoplight next to an Arby’s and across from a Starbucks. A sign stuck into the grass next to says 
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“Fall Craft Expo.” Equations work through Emily’s brain, pairing up images to that never 

connected before. Hank. Children. Lust. Her.  

 What Deanna says seems impossible. Deanna never even met Hank, and didn’t hang out 

with that motley circle of high school kids who were always looking for a party. Emily is certain 

that she holds a truth on Hank that cannot be touched by Deanna’s words. Yet, her truth is now 

grainy. It is out of focus.  

 “Was it Jeremy’s friends?” Gram asks.  

 “No. No way,” Deanna says. 

 “Oh,” Gram says. She nods and looks relieved. “Jeremy didn’t go to parties.” 

 “Pssshh,” Deanna says. She puts her foot up on the dashboard, leans back and gets 

comfortable. “Who do you think drove Emily there, then?” 

 Emily’s mouth opens wide, her eyes squint and Deana gets the first direct eye contact 

since they got in the Buick. Deanna receives the fierce look, laughs and makes a whoops face. 

She says, “Oh, like it matters now, even.” 

 “Take your foot down, that’s not safe, “Gram says. 

*  *  * 

Deanna is incorrect about it being Hank Stiles who was arrested, but the process of saying it 

aloud to Emily--and Emily’s reaction--seem to make Deanna’s memory of what she read in the 

little local paper surer and more accurate.  

 Like most adult siblings, Deanna, Jeremy and Emily are unsuspecting of the contents of 

one another’s secret mind, secret heart.  Probably they each were never exactly aware of the 

contents of those interior spaces only inches away; live and luscious in the mind of the person 

napping next to them in the grass or stretching beside them on the couch, but proximity, the day-
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in day-out close presence of a person, lent a subtle unspoken unconscious knowledge of the 

others secret self.  

 Deanna, to be fair, does not imagine any such interior wish-space exists within Emily; 

one with Hank Stiles still roaming its halls.  

 The Buick pulls into a parking lot and Emily steps out of the car before Gram gets the 

key out of the ignition. Her eyebrows are raised in the middle—with a puppy-like imploring 

look--as she looks around the parking lot, looks up at the sign and notes that it does not say 

Joann Fabrics. Rambling Rose’s the sign says, with hearts and roses laced through the lettering, 

kind of like how Emily winds vines and peonies in her own drawings. It is a wig store. Gram 

pulls at the front glass door that makes the sound of a rooster’s crow as it opens, and Deanna 

waits for Emily to enter, holding open the door.  

 “Are you cold?” Deanna asks in a friendly disarming manner. She seems to have 

forgotten about the Hank Stiles discussion completely and is focused on the project at hand, the 

wig store. 

 “A little,” Emily says. She has her arms crossed over her chest and is scrunched up tight, 

with her shoulder pressing towards her ears. A saleswoman comes rushing out of the back, 

shoving a pastry into her mouth and wiping her hands on her slacks. 

 “You want my scarf?” Deanna asks. Her concern seems genuine. Deanna turns, says Hi 

there to the saleswoman and turns back to her sister. Emily shakes her head, no, and turns her 

back to Deanna, turns to face the glass door. She presumes she will be left alone with her 

thoughts while Gram and Deanna do whatever they came here for. She is standing very close to 

the glass door, nearly touching it with her face.  
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 “This is pretty, huh Emily?” Deanna says. Emily ignores her, hoping if she just stays still 

they will forget about her. She feels like she will die this very moment if she cannot be by 

herself, away from eyes and ideas and suggestions.  

 “Em?” Deanna says. “C’mere.” 

 “What?” Emily says, making a face meant to show that she is not happy to converse. 

Deanna never seems to catch the face though, or if she does, she never lets it register.  

 “Come be with us, come look.”  

 When Emily realizes that this little stop at the wig store is meant for her, that she has 

been set up, she suffers an immediate and familiar feeling of dread.  “Do you have a restroom?” 

she asks the saleswoman who is now seated behind the glass display case with wigs atop, not 

seeming to worry about trying to sell anything.   

 “You would look lovely in this one,” Gram says, holding up a golden blonde wig, one 

with a cut much like Emily's—A European looking chin-length cut with short bangs. 

 Emily actually turns around to see who Gram is speaking to, not imagining that it is her.  

When she turns back around, Emily observes a nudge that Deanna gives Gram as she points out 

another wig; one lighter blonde and longer in length. Gram rubs the wig hair between her thumb 

and forefinger. “Soft,” Gram says. “Feels real.” Gram looks at it intently while she says, “Dear, 

we thought it would be nice if you were blond for the wedding.” Her voice is sweetened. 

 “What? Please, where is your bathroom, please?” Emily says, and then rushes to the back 

of the store in the direction of the saleswoman’s point. Deanna and Gram speak quietly for a 

moment, and then move to stand outside the bathroom door. It has roses and vines painted on it; 

some has peeled off.  
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  Deanna puts her pink-glossed mouth to the closed door, says, “It’s just that there will be 

so many pictures. Pictures that will be around forever--my kids will be forever asking, ‘Who’s 

that lady with the black hair?’” 

 Gram moves closer, her mouth to the door too. “We just want you to look like yourself 

for the wedding. Then you can go back to being however you want,” Gram says. “I like that 

color; where’d you get that?” she says in a different voice, pointing to Deanna’s lips. 

 “It’s Clinique,” Deanna whispers back to Gram. “Someday you will go back to your 

natural color,” Deanna offers into the door, “And this will save you having to have this picture 

on everyone’s walls with, ya know, weird black hair.” 

 Inside the small bathroom, Emily runs cold water on her wrists and hands. The smell of 

potpourri and plug-in air freshener is strong. The mirror above the sink reflects back the black-

haired girl Gram and Deanna are talking about, and Emily sees this girl, the investment in this 

girl, as the truth. The true Emily Sorensen. The Anti-Blonde. 

 Emily moves toward her side of the door, leans on the wall. “But, none of you are natural 

blonde. You haven’t been a true blonde since we were little, and even then it was because we 

spent the summer in the sun. Gram is white now, but before that she colored it.”  

 “I don’t know why you have to be so difficult all the time,” Deanna says. She sighs with 

style and flair, as if she were being filmed. 

 Emily sits down on the floor rug by the door. It has pumpkins and scarecrows on it. She 

wonders about escape; where she could go, how far she could get by herself. She wishes she had 

her bike.  

 Deanna is at the counter now, discreetly purchasing the light blonde longer haired wig. 

The woman places it in a pretty turquoise box and then Deanna waits at the glass door. She 
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waves a lets go gesture at Gram, who is still in the wig shop hallway outside the bathroom. Gram 

leans in to the rose and vine painted door, says, ‘Well be in the car, dear.” 

 The Buick is running and Deanna and Gram are in their seats when Emily comes out of 

the wig store ten minutes later wearing her sunglasses. She slides into the backseat--stepping 

hard on the Kleenex box. She buckles in and chews on her lip as she looks out the window. 

There is a donut shop across the street, next to a drycleaner, and both are closed because it is 

Sunday. Emily finds some power in deciding she will never go anywhere alone with Gram and 

Deanna again, but even as she sees an image of her refusing them in her mind, she knows it isn’t 

possible.  

 Gram takes in a deep breath, and it reminds Emily of the inhale of a cigarette.  

 “I just will always see you as my white headed little babes,” Gram says. “My little 

towheads.”  

 Gram inelegantly reaches her thin veiny hand through the space between the two front 

seats and pats Emily’s knee; she gives it two quick pats and a squeeze. Emily doesn’t resist the 

pat, doesn’t pull away, but she does remain stiff and serious-seeming.  

 After a few blocks of driving, before they hit the freeway, Gram says, “You girls want to 

stop for a cone?” She turns into a McDonalds drive through and when she gets to the little black 

speaker box Deanna says, “Plain, please.”  

 “Twist,” Emily says, from the back seat. 

*  *  * 
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*  *  * 

When they get back to the house, it is darker and colder than it was when they left. The blinds 

are pulled in all the visible rooms and Grandpa, in his freedom, has turned the heat down so that 

the house now feels as cold as a can of High Life beer. Gram and Deanna remove their mittens 
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and pause in the hallway to ponder where the soon-to-be wedding photos of Deanna will fit in. 

Deanna chooses the spot right over the light switch, where the baby picture of Colin has been 

nailed up. She points out that the other baby photos are at the end of the hall.  

 The sun is pushing through the lowered blinds leaving stripes across the dining table as 

Emily sneaks through the kitchen. The scarecrows on the placemats look like they are in a white 

barred prison. Emily frees Jimmy from his cage, careful to open the hinged metal cage door 

quietly, and she takes him to the sewing room with her where she has plans for a nap. 

  The sewing room has been Emily’s room since she was seven. On Sundays, she will 

often stay in Bloomington for a whole day and night; eating, napping, eating again, watching 

TV, then going to sleep in her childhood bed in the sewing room. What Emily is most fond of is 

the feeling of cozy solitude she feels in this room—a feeling that pulls from the objects and her 

history with them. There is the little twin bed; freshly bleached white sheet trimmed with English 

lace, un-tucked and pulled open at one corner like an envelope with a note on the pillow, Sleep 

tight, dear. There is the dusky smell of the sewing machine engine’s oil and the slightly burnt 

smell from little orange light at the back of the heavy old Singer machine—the light that was left 

on for her to see by when she came home late. There are the elfin noises of Jimmy’s claws as he 

maneuvers back and forth on the top of the headboard, as he is doing at the moment. And there is 

the sound of the heirloom grandfather clock ticking out a beat in the hallway; bonging a 

thundering gong at the hours and half-hours. When Emily waits for sleep, she counts them. 

Eleven bongs. Eleven pm. One bong: eleven-thirty. She likes to listen for the catching noise of 

the threaded wire pulling up after each bong.  

 When Emily was young and couldn’t sleep at night, she would wander the dark halls of 

the house to the beat of the bongs. The winter her dad moved to Texas--when she was nine--the 
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bong became something she could count on, something patriarchal and steady. Grandfather 

clock. To her, that is why it is named such. That winter, Emily would curl up on the leather 

couch in the living room and watch the moon brightened snow out the back window. She would 

then fall asleep listening to the motion of the house, imagining it something like a ship as it 

groaned and creaked and moved its way through the sea of the pitch night.  

 Emily sets Jimmy on the headboard, removes her blue cardigan, and then crawls into bed.  

She listens to the afternoon sounds of the house; the creaking of cabinets opening and closing; 

the unintelligible one-sided conversations; the patter of footsteps as bodies putter through the 

house; the twittering of the radio in Grandpa office; and the lawn mower running somewhere 

down street.  

 Emily consciously turns over and away from the external hum. She ferries through her 

inner landscapes, but she finds nothing pleasing, nothing to take refuge in. The destruction of the 

memory of Hank Stiles is a pity. A wash of something like despair floods Emily’s cells and with 

it a blunt doom. Whenever she feels depressed, she is sure that it will not leave, that it will grab 

her up like quicksand, like it did C.C. Emily has been warned by her grandparents and other 

commentators; C.C.’s passion for artistic expression, for romance, for life experience, is 

implicitly held to blame for her descent. 

 Emily finally naps, knowing the wig was probably purchased, and that it will just be a 

matter of her being agreeable and wearing it, or finding an elaborate way to get out of wearing it. 

Most likely, she knows, she will wear it. She resolves though that she will find a way to be 

somebody else when she has it on, something slightly ridiculous and disappointing to Gram and 

Deanna. She imagines herself in the wedding photos wearing black eyeliner and red lipstick and 

looking like a French chanteuse. The destruction of the Hank Stiles memory and the enforcing of 
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the blonde wig has drawn a line between Emily and her sister; one that scratches deeper the 

impression of thousands of battle lines that are circumnavigated, half-forgotten, but not erased. 

*  *  * 

It is already dark by five-thirty on this October evening. After her nap, Emily discreetly places 

Jimmy back in his cage and then stands before the opened fridge. Gram and Grandpa are in their 

separate recliners watching the local news program. The sound  is turned up very loud and the 

room is lit only by the medium-sized TV screen and two thin standing lamps arched over the 

reclined shoulders of Gram and Grandpa. 

 “It’s do it yourself for dinner,” Gram shouts over the TV. 

 “The wax paper is just from today.” 

 Gram is referring to cooking in the microwave. She and Grandpa use the same piece of 

wax paper to cover whatever they cook in there for one or more days, until it starts to get 

obviously dirty. Or if someone ‘accidentally’ tosses it, which Emily has been known to do. Once, 

Emily brought her own wax paper in an effort to make a point. The point went un-noticed.  

 “Is he back where he belongs, then?” Gram says, referring to Jimmy. 

 Emily doesn’t answer because to her, these aren’t questions anyways. She fixes herself a 

plate of tuna hot-dish and bread buns and does not heat it in the microwave. Entering the living 

room, she sets her plate on the coffee table and brings a large loon-patterned blanket around her 

shoulders as she lowers herself to the pink-checkered loveseat.  Police arrest photos of a 

disheveled looking woman and man are on the television screen. 

 “Tsk,” Gram says. She is hand sewing a patch onto a pair of Grandpa’s pants, the 

gooseneck of the floor lamp is bent low like a lid over her white-haired head. She looks up at the 

TV occasionally. 
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 “That’s right behind the duck pond on Nicollet,” Grandpa says. “Imagine that, right in 

their basement. Right in plain sight.” 

  Grandpa has the Sunday newspaper on his lap and he alternates between watching the 

TV and reading. When he gets worked up, his cheeks flush. “It could be anybody these days,” he 

says. “That’s one of them newer neighborhoods, too. With giant houses and itty-bitty yards.” 

 “What’d they do?” Emily asks.  

 “I don’t like that blanket getting food on it,” Gram says. She doesn’t look up when she 

says this, but concentrates on her sewing.  

 “Drug dealers,” Grandpa says. “You know, we would have taken Colin trick-or-treating 

on that block. We might have been at their door, even.” 

 “Huh,” Emily says. She doesn’t like the news programs. 

 “I need a trim if you’re up for it,” Gram says, patting the back of her hair. 

 Emily has been the family hair-cutter since she was in high school. She figured out one of 

the trendy cuts on her own hair, and soon the rest of the family--excluding Grandpa--became her 

hair clients. It is hard to say exactly, but Gram seems to see the haircutting as a sort of peace 

offering. The acceptance or decline of the hair-cut tonight will symbolize Emily’s forgiveness or 

grudge-bearing about the blonde wig, or about inferring that Emily didn’t brush her teeth, or for 

implying that Emily has driven another potential husband away. 

 “I didn’t bring my scissors,” Emily says. She looks at her hot dish as she speaks. “I know 

you don’t like me using the sewing scissors for hair.” 

 “Well, I suppose one time won’t hurt,” Gram says. She looks up from her sewing now to 

gauge Emily’s response.  

 Emily looks back at Gram with a careful look. She shrugs.  
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 “Last weekend to take the docks out,” Grandpa says, speaking to the television. He turns 

to Emily and speaks as if they had been conversing, “I told you there’d be ice on the lakes by 

next week.” 

 The weather girl is blonde and bosomy, almost a parody of Midwestern women. She has 

an apologetic way of delivering the forecast. 

 “There,” Gram says, folding up the pants and placing her needle in the sewing box. 

“Well?” she says to Emily.  

 “Okay,” Emily says, getting up and following Gram into the kitchen.  Gram pulls out her 

chair and turns the light up to bright. She asks Emily, who is pulling a beer from the fridge, to 

get a towel. Gram places herself on the chair so that she is facing the television, and her posture 

is regal, with her chin slightly raised. Emily comes back to the kitchen and wraps the scarecrow 

and pumpkin themed towel over Gram’s shoulders. “Not my guest towel!?” Gram says.  

 Emily clips the towel beneath Grams chin and turns to grab the scissors and comb. 

Instead, chugs a good portion of her beer, then she burps.  

 “Well, no wonder you’re still single,” Gram says, crinkling her nose.  

 Emily’s face is tight, her cheeks reddened. She empties her beer quickly while she wets 

the back of Gram’s hair with a spray bottle.  

 “Are you going to tell us what happened with Ben, or do we have to guess?” Gram says. 

 As Gram anticipated, Emily becomes ill tempered at this line of questioning. The beer 

guzzling seems to have given A.B. some cockiness and she lets the water drip on Gram’s neck 

despite complaints.  

 Gram sighs loudly. “I’m the bad guy because I don’t want you to end up alone like your 

mother?”  
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 Emily pulls another beer from the fridge, opens it, and returning, picks up the scissors 

and begins cutting the back or Gram’s hair. “Ow!” Gram says as the scissors scrape a path along 

the hairline. Emily cuts the hair evenly despite her desire to do something drastic. It is a matter of 

artistic principle, to her. Images in her mind, however, show Gram’s hair trimmed very short on 

the sides and long in the middle, like a Mohawk. Emily compromises with her desires and cuts 

the hair in the back shorter than she knows Gram prefers it.  

 “Are you keeping some length back there?” Gram says, reaching her pale blue-veined 

hand up to feel the back of her hair, but Emily bats the hands with her scissors.  

 “Shfft,” Emily says sharply, as if she is scolding a cat.  

 Gram sucks in a breath and closes her eyes in a haughty way as she says, “You are just 

unpredictable today. I can’t even imagine what’s going to happen to you when we move.”  

 Grandpa coughs and turns in his recliner, looking back at Gram and Emily. He looks 

nervous. Emily cuts the hair above one of Grams ears, noting that the diamond stud earring is as 

shiny as Deanna’s hair this afternoon. 

 “You’re moving?” Emily asks. 

 “Well, we weren’t going to stay here forever, of course,” Gram says. She feels around at 

the back of her head and the mauve gloss on her fingernails smoothes at the shorn back of her 

scalp. “This is much too short, you know I don’t like it short, I have that strawberry mark—you 

can see the strawberry can’t you?”  

 “Are you moving, like, now?” Emily asks Grandpa. She has set the scissors down and 

stands with her shoulder slumped and knees locked. It is a very childlike posture.  

 “Nothing is settled yet,” Grandpa says. He smiles slightly. His voice seems apologetic 

now, like the newscaster lady. 
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 “I don’t trust what you’re doing tonight, dear,” Gram says getting up from her chair. The 

aged Midwestern woman  looks around the room with an s-shaped curve of wrinkles in her 

forehead, and though she is likely very angry, she works to keep her face genial. 

 Emily moves over to the bird cage and sticks a finger in to pet Jimmy, “I don’t 

understand,” she says. Her voice is too quiet and the television too loud. She had imagined Gram 

and Grandpa in this house always; she had imagined this would always be her house to come 

back to: to eat, to nap, to drink beer, to jump in the red maple leaves, or to lie in the long grass in 

the summer. 

 “This is a home to raise a family in. Deanna needs one now,” Grams says. “If you had 

gotten there first . . . Don’t make me feel guilty, I haven’t done anything wrong.” She is walking 

towards the master bedroom, still pulling at the back of her hair. “I’m taking my bath now. Don’t 

poke at him, dear. He doesn’t like that.” 

 Grandpa comes into the kitchen, squints at the hanging light and reaches to turn it off. As 

he passes Emily he gives her a brief double-pat on the shoulder, “That hot dish taste alright 

cold?” Grandpa says. “I might give that a try.” 

*  *  * 

It is the evening of October 3
rd

 and Emily Peony Sorensen, The Anti-Blonde, age twenty-seven, 

is pedaling her bright green vintage Western Flyer from the far southern suburbs back home to 

her apartment in Minneapolis. On the back of her bike, she has bungee-corded a cocktail cage 

that holds a cockatiel named Jimmy in it. A rug decorated with scarecrows and pumpkins is 

tightly wrapped around the cage, held tight beneath the bungeed chords. Emily bikes deliberately 

and carefully, as if she is very purposeful, as if she is suddenly stirred.  
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The Carolee Carlson Interviews 

 

* 1 * 

 

 “People always ask me why I did it. 

 “Why with your daughter’s ex-boyfriend? Why when you had everything? 

 “Why? Why? Why? 

 “Psheesh. That’s the wrong question. They should ask How instead, right?  

 “I mean, why do we do anything? We are compelled, are we not? The reasons, they can 

be divided, maximized, minimized, constructed. The Why can’t even be considered fact, if we 

want to be honest about it.  

 “Example: A person might steal two thousand dollars from their child’s savings account. 

Ahem, Julia Steinbacher. Well, the Why may be that she believed she was borrowing it, that she 

felt she desperately needed it for a double-chin tuck. And to be fair, she could have used one. 

But-- my point--what does Why explain, right? Isn’t it subjective, anyways? We could debate it 

till the sun falls. 

 “But, what is not subjective is that this person went to Mankato Savings and Loan, sweet 

talked Harold Kishner the bank clerk, who everyone in town knows has a thing for women’s feet 

in strappy heels--you should see the magazines that come in for him at the post office--anyways, 

this person crosses her heeled legs and twists her ankle round and round while she says she needs 

the dough for her daughters graduation party. And she walks those three-inch heels out the door 
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with a wave and a check. The best part? The best How? Word is that this person stopped at 

Woolworth’s on the way to the plastic surgeon, broke one of the hundreds to buy sugarless gum 

and an Oreo ice cream sandwich. And guess what? This person passed her daughter on the way 

out the door. Talked to the girl for ten minutes, standing there with a chunk of the kids college 

fund. That, my friend, is glorious, hilarious, un-debatable fact.”  

 [Jared Luther’s Filming Notes: Day one of filming. Should anything happen to me, these 

 private notes will document my last moments, and maybe my demise. Today, Carolee 

 Carlson, on house arrest for possible sex with a minor and accessory to his maybe-not-

 accidental death, leans over the top of the Formica table. Her breasts rest on the ledge of 

 the table and I think she is aware of it. Carolee Carlson has been silent and seemingly 

 spaced-out, but for the last ten minutes, she speaks straight at the camera, without also 

 picking her nails, without also tilting her head and looking at the corner ceiling as if it held 

 stars or a sunset.] 

 “You know, kids have this notion that everything that belonging to their parents is theirs 

for the taking. But, what nobody has the cojones to say, what I will tell you, is it that parents 

have the same sense of entitlement towards what is their kids.” 

 [Mrs. Carlson waves hands her long white-tipped nails around more and more as she 

 speaks. She has taken to pointing at interviewer. And standing up. Her hands are 

 expressive but they do not move fast- more she uses them as if she is carving large 

 amounts of clay- holding, patting, and pushing. She is younger looking than I thought she 

 would be. Or maybe it is that she just acts differently. Very expressive and intense. Not like 

 my mom, or my aunts. Not like anyone I know.] 
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 “You writing all this down? (chuckle) I didn’t hire a biographer.  

 “But then, I suppose I did, didn’t I? (chuckle) You fancy yourself a writer too, don’t you? 

I know your type. Sensitive and always looking for meaning. Well, remember what you signed. 

  “Anyways, I don’t like to muck around too much with set up so I’m just going to go into 

it. Are you ready? How’s the light?  

 “Missy started dating Steven Mills in the spring of her junior year. He started coming 

around, oh it must have been March, I’m not sure. I usually didn’t get home till late. But I knew 

about him pushing her to have sex, too. Not because she told me. Because of the tapes. Nothing 

illegal. State code allows taping of adolescents, HB 2302-14, just so you know. If you’re the 

parents. There really is no other way to get the honest truth about your kids these days. They 

don’t tell you. Until 8
th

 grade, I could get a pretty straight answer out of Missy. I suppose I 

wasn’t mayor yet. But still.” 

 [Mrs. Carlson stands and walks to the window. Her fluffy white sweater looks good on 

 film. She turns half-ways so that the morning light captures her gazing off at the woods, 

 and then turning back to the reporter and the camera. She turns her head at a very 

 photogenic angle.] 

 “Don’t let my face get shadowed or you’re dead. 

 “I remember when Missy got her period. This won’t make you uncomfortable will it? 

Haha, men. Well, get used to it, bubba. We are flesh and blood. Mostly blood.  

 “Scared of the word blood, are ya? Work on that. 

 “Anyways, she cried and I told her, don’t do that sweetheart, this is a good thing—now 

she’s a woman and all that.  She didn’t want to be a woman, she said. And ya know what?  I got 

what she was saying. So much to carry, ya know. Not just protecting this (gestures to her crotch) 
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but all sorts of imaginary things that go with it. I said, Honey, I know, it seems overwhelming, it 

is sometimes. But you’ll be alright, you’re a smarty. I gave her some pads and a bottle of Advil. I 

said, you got to look after yourself now. You own something some people want, some want to 

make seem ugly. I don’t think she understood at the time, but she will someday. 

 “Mothering is like that; you figure it out along the way. You never know if you’re doing 

the exactly right thing, saying the exactly right thing- because you know what? There isn’t 

neither. It’s this motherhood fantasy. But, here’s what I figured out--you say something. You 

take a shot. 

 “You know, my daughter says she hates me, but she said she hated me before any of this, 

so what have I lost, I ask you? 

 “Let me tell you something. First, I am a good person. Second, I am a good mother. But I 

don’t care if you believe me or not. The policing that goes on for mothers is unrelenting, 

unimaginative and plain old bullshit. It’s a lose lose no matter what you do. But, look at how I 

have run the town. I have never compromised, never broken a law--not even a speeding I ticket. I 

respect the law. I am a law abiding citizen. 

 “Okay, I’m not in the mood for that whole kittenkaboodle anymore. How about I sing a 

song for you?”  

 [At the conclusion of today’s filming session, Mrs. Carlson says she wants to sing. She has 

 a decent singing voice, bluesy even. At one point Carolee clutches at her breast, then 

 pounds her fist on the table to accent the lyrics.]  

 “Blues on my mind, blues all around my head, Blues on my mind, and blues all around 

my head. I dreamed last night that the man that I love was dead. I went to the graveyard, fell 

down on my knees, I went to the graveyard, fell down on my knees. And I asked the gravedigger 
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to give me back my real good man please. The gravedigger look me in the eye, the gravedigger 

look me in the eye, said "I'm sorry lady but your man has said his last goodbye." 

I wrung my hands and I wanted to scream, But when I woke up I found it was only a dream.  

 “You know who Ida Smith is, kid? Of course you don’t.” 

 

* 2 * 

 

When Jared speaks with his roommates about her, slanky on the couch with his legs on the 

coffee table and his head settled low on the cushion, he says she’s nuts, she’s a whore, and 

worse--for a woman--she’s a narcissist. In public he agrees with his mom who says one way or 

another, dethroned mayor of Mankato, Carolee Carlson, aughta be thrown in jail.  

 In the foggy bog of his private landscape, however, he is charmed. Here the sermon-like 

echoes of Carolee's speech play involuntarily, often while he is performing the mundane, say, 

showering or driving. Here, unawares, he agrees with his old identical twin Aunts--Becky and 

Rita--who insist Carolee Carlson aughta be queened.  

            Queen Carlson, not just Mankato, but Minnesota. 

 When he called the number on the student-wanted ad, he told her she didn’t need a 

professional filmmaker. She could easily just set up the tripod, use a remote clicker and start, 

stop, and copy. I’d rather not, Carolee Carlson replied.  

 

* 3 * 
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 [Jared Luther’s Filming Notes: Today it’s sleeting. For December, not uncommon, but still, 

 no fun to drive through. Many people think the Carlson dirt road leading up to the house is 

 haunted, or at least a Bermuda triangle for men. Today Mrs. Carlson had planned to be 

 filmed walking through the quarter mile of pine forest on her property to the bank of 

 Pebble Lake. The lake where Steven drowned, and where Paul went through the ice. The 

 stunning raccoon fur coat that Mrs. Carlson is famous for in the media—for walking up the 

 stairs in the courthouse in, getting out of a car in, walking down a marble hall in--lies on 

 the front hallway table. Everyone seems to talk about that coat. Some people say when 

 Steven came to the door to pick up Missy, Carolee would open the front door in only the 

 raccoon coat.] 

  “So so so. We are imprisoned by the elements. Oh, what shall we do with ourselves? Oh, 

don’t look nervous. I have never seduced a man in my life. It’s the god’s honest truth. 

 “Ask me a question will you? I had planned on lake talk. (Sigh.) I want to talk about it 

there, not in the house.” 

 What was your childhood like? 

 “Oh, God, that is so boring. And trite. You can do better. Go on. Go on.” 

 [Notes: Mrs. Carlson is seated at the kitchen nook. Her blonde hair is wrapped up fancy on 

 her head and she wears very red lipstick. She looks like a movie star; from when they used 

 to have real stars and used to call them that. Two mugs, one with cocoa and one with 

 coffee are set on the windowsill and steam circles into the window. Both belong to Mrs. 

 Carlson and she sips them alternately. She has offered me a drink but I declined. The oven 

 is on and the door opened to heat the room up. Mrs. Carlson says she doesn’t like to crank 
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 the heat in the whole house and that her husband, Paul, always hates it when she does 

 that with the oven. Paul appears to not be currently living on the premises. I heard he was 

 still in the hospital from the accident. It’s weirdly suspicious that she doesn’t talk about it. I 

 mean, no one ever says she made him go in the lake, but still. She should show more 

 penitence. Like how the widows used to have to wear black for a year.] 

 Do you think you will go to jail? 

 “Well, well, you have some balls in you after all. (chuckle) 

 “No. No I don’t. Sometimes I almost wish it though. At least there’d be some folks 

around to talk to. And I think I’d make some friends; I’m quite good at braiding hair. (chuckle) 

 “It’s a shame what happened, a true tragedy, but my hands have no blood on them. 

Everyone knows you don’t go driving on a lake until, oh, I don’t know, after a few good below 

zero days. I would say after Christmas, at least. 

  “Nah. I’ve always had more friends than I had enemies. Nevertheless, I’ve always had 

enemies. (chuckle) Paul used to laugh about it. I don’t know how you do it, but you always win 

out, he'd say.” 

 [Mrs. Carlson curls up cat-like. Plays with a shiny dangly earring. When Mrs. Carlson is 

 quiet for long periods, it is unnerving. The pecking of the sleet, falling on the eaves and 

 spouts on the outside of the house, seems thunderous. The on and off hum of the oven 

 makes me wonder if it is safe to keep it open like that.] 

 “Here’s what I say to myself, anyways. Did I tell him, either of them, to go and do that? 

Or, did I know that it was going to happen and not stop them? No. No to both. 

 “Those are the only two cases where if there were a yes, I would say, sure, cuff me. 
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  “Like I say, I respect the law.” 

 [Mrs. Carlson sips from one of the steamy cups. A chill fills the room, as if the ghost of 

 Steven Mills wet and drowned from the pond, were present.  Then Mrs. Carlson changes 

 modes suddenly, waves at me then leans forward, and speaks intensely into the camera.] 

  “Zoom in on my face. 

 “This is what I want to say to you, at large: People who think that someone does 

something for someone else or because of someone else are ignorant about human nature. We do 

things for ourselves. And it’s wrong to call it selfish because it’s just plain old survival, just the 

way our brains are wired. People act on their feelings and ideas, what suits their idea of their life 

at that moment. You think I’m being harsh, don’t you? 

 “Let me tell you a little story. When I was living in St. Louis, we lived in at the faculty 

end of the campus, a bunch of old red brick boxes. Very stoic. We were the only kids there; mom 

was the only young wife there. You know, dad was older. Well, we had a live-in nanny, a polish 

woman named Danielle who raised us, who mommed us, even though my mom was right there 

at the red brick townhouse, not having to run to a day job or something. I would try to stay with 

her--my mom--but Danielle was always pulling me out the door to go roam the campus. 

Sometimes I kicked or cried or both--real dramatic and all that--but my mom handed me back to 

Danielle each time saying that “it was better”. I still ask, what did that mean? Dani was better at 

mommying? Or I behaved better with Dani? Mom never said anything about herself, never used 

an ‘I’ statement.  

 “In this way, not mothering appeared to be for someone else; beyond her control.” 

 [Mrs. Carlson turns from the camera, seems to deflate; sinks back into the seat of the 

 window nook, her feet curled again below her. She pulls her fluffy white sweater tight 
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 around her neck and looks into the camera in a way that my mother would call saucy. The 

 trees scratching against the window on the opposite side of the room seem louder.] 

 “But. We do what we need to do for our own personage. We do what compels us, it is 

survival of course, in small and large ways, but it is always for ourselves that we act. Moral of 

the story.” 

* 4 * 

 

People seem to be noticing Jared; most importantly, girls notice him. They approach him after 

class and say they heard he is hanging out with Carolee Carlson. In the beginning, in late 

October, when asked, he tells them yes. Yes, he is filming Mrs. Carlson. But later, Jared begins 

to say that he is making the documentary; that he is in charge of it more or less. He also begins to 

chuckle at the end of his sentences, something he notices seems to make people think he has an 

upper hand, a better scope of things than they.  

 Jared also notices this: before, on weekend nights, if he wasn’t working on his novel or 

another project, he played videogames, or ordered pizza and watched cable with his roommates. 

Then something peculiar happened. He began to find out about parties. Sometimes when asked 

by his roommates whose party, or who invited him, Jared wouldn’t be able to place it exactly. It 

was as if there was a free flowing current, always right there, that he just hadn’t tapped into. That 

had remained mysterious and invisible to him. Now it was visible.  

 Last weekend he made out with a girl named Katie who followed him into the bathroom 

at one of these parties. He didn’t think to get her number.  

 

* 5 * 
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 [Filming notes: During today’s filming, Mrs. Carlson lies on the leather lounge chair in the 

 downstairs living room. The salon, she says, with a laugh. She is wearing workout pants 

 and a long shawl. When I came in, she was listening to the tapes of her daughter’s phone 

 calls. I heard Steven’s voice for the first time. It was creepy. Other than that, Mrs. Carlson 

 seems different, again, today. Irritable, maybe. Yes, like an irritated tiger. She flicks her 

 body around on the lounger as if she can’t get comfortable. She says she likes my haircut. 

 More than once she says, “Hey...did you hear the phone ring? Ha-ha I didn’t either”.] 

 “Ask me a question. I’ve got nothing to hide. 

 How is your husband doing? 

 “Oh, jeezus. No. No.” 

 Um. What do you think about the presidential election? Evelyn Newman? 

 “Ah. Good. I am always happy to discuss politics.  

 “People historically seem to think that women are better leaders because they are 

naturally non-aggressive, not controlled by testosterone etc etc. People like to imagine if women 

ruled the world, it would be a peaceful place. You’ve heard it. I know. Now let me tell you 

something, brothers, sisters, which I can prove. It takes a hell of a lot of aggression to get 

anywhere in politics, and business; women are fiercer, wickeder and often just plain meaner. I 

tell you this so you know that I don’t support stereotypes. I am forward thinking. A person ruled 

by ambition is ruled by ambition; it doesn’t matter if they wear a bra or a jock strap under their 

clothes. Ambition doesn’t have a gender.” 
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 [Mrs. Carlson’s weird mood seems to have lifted. She is suddenly energetic and her face 

 looks lit from within and her hands move dramatically.] 

 “Keep going.” 

 Well, Steven? 

   “Oh, fine. Fine. 

 “I don’t remember everything, but I remember that I looked good that day--when Steven 

first came to my office. He was looking for a job.  

 “You know how you know that you look really good? Not just good, but hot, maybe the 

sexiest in the room? The Latino women give you dirty looks. This isn’t racist. It’s fact. If other 

women fake smile, act catty, that may be nothing. They may admire you. But if a Latino woman 

snubs you, take it as a compliment.  

 “Anyways, there were two young women in the front office, a receptionist and the other; 

I don’t know what she does. Prances around in short tight dresses for the most part, anyways, she 

was my barometer. (chuckle) 

 “You want a life lesson—something that will take you far? It’s all about attention. 

Security, safety—the man in the suit who makes a ton of money thing—pfft. The only reason 

that is appealing is that women think that a man has to pay close attention to be successful like 

that. And they figure, they will cash in on that—get some of that attention for themselves. 

 “Plain and simple, Steven looked at me the right way. And it’s no sin to like being looked 

at, I don’t care what they say. I tried to teach that to Missy but she’s always been early American 

puritanical. I don’t know where she gets it. Or maybe it’s me. Having moved away and lived 

somewhere else. I don’t know.  
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 “It’s funny. I guess you have kids so you have a vision of yourself to be fond of, to like 

yourself more maybe. But if you kids aren’t like you, if they are the opposite of you—well, guess 

what happens then? (chuckle).” 

 [At the end of today’s filming Carolee says she hates her empty house. I hope she isn’t 

 implying that she wishes her house had someone else there—namely, me.  I wish I could 

 figure out how to get her to talk about Steven more, see if she will admit to anything, but, 

 God’s honest truth, I’m afraid of how she will react. Or maybe, answer. I think this is going 

 to make some great footage, though. Maybe I can make it into a film. ] 

* 6 * 

 

Jared spends a lot time watching the YouTube clips of 60 Minutes interviews and making notes 

in his journal. In his mind, he sees himself as a young Mike Wallace. His mom says he is too 

fixated on this project. Seems ususual. His aunts ask if Mrs. Carlson is pretty up in person too, 

and Jared says yes, yes she is. They ask if she wears the fancy raccoon fur coat around the house 

and Jared lies and says, yes, sometimes. He is aware that they seem to want to hear this. His 

college classmates have asked if she wears the fur coat to meet him at the door, wink wink. He 

doesn’t say no. He chuckles. And he imagines he understands that this is just fantasy, and 

harmless.  

 Jared has also been doing research on Paul Carlson. He remembers Principal Carlson 

when he was in elementary school—not a mean man, likeable, even maybe dorky. Possibly 

boring. Carolee has not lied about Paul’s whereabouts, as far as he can tell. All evidence 

indicates Carolee’s husband is six hours south, in Rochester, rehabilitating from the crash. 
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Reports also show that Missy is attending private school in the Rochester area. And nobody, yet, 

has tied Carolee Carlson to any clear wrongdoing, though locals still don’t like the whole mess. 

 All of this makes Jared feel sympathetic towards Carolee Carlson. There is still doubt, of 

course, he says to himself. But, he is beginning to see her as a victim, not a criminal.  

 

* 7 * 

 

 [Filming notes: Carolee is indeed wearing her raccoon fur coat and standing at the 

 entryway table reading mail when I arrive. It made me flustered--okay, horny--but I 

 imagine of all people, Carolee would know that that is not a crime. She wants us to walk 

 down to Pebble Lake today, to talk about the accidents. First thing when I came through 

 the door, Mrs. Carlson says “Let’s do this, then.” I grabbed the equipment and followed her 

 through the garage and out the back garage door. The morning sun is bright. The 

 temperature gauge says it is about 30 degrees. That’s not exactly cold, but not comfortable 

 either. The frozen lake is probably full of soft spots.] 

 Who came and shoveled the walk? 

 “Pffft. ‘Who came and shoveled the walk.’ Who do you think? Geez Louise.” 

 It’s just a lot to shovel, is all.  

 “A. I’ve lived in Minnesota all my life; I guess I’d know by now how to shovel snow. 

Two things you got to know here: how to swim and how to shovel. B. I needed the exercise. 

 “It was quite pleasant, actually. Quiet. Stark.”  
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 [Notes: Mrs. Carlson leads me to the bottom of a small ridge that leads into woods. After 

 that, we follow a nearly-straight narrow path through the dense pines for about a fourth 

 of a mile. She doesn’t speak as we walk and I notice how nice the quiet is. We seem to be 

 in-sync. The path rises up slightly and then suddenly peaks at the edge of the frozen, or 

 semi-frozen, lake. When Carolee stands close to me, I notice that she smells like good 

 perfume and some sort of booze.] 

 “Careful of the rocks. We’ve tried and tried to make a beach out of this, but it’s the 

weedy rocky side. It just won’t take. 

 “Every summer Paul poured compounds—natural, of course—and raked and yanked, 

trying to make a nice beach for Missy. Didn’t matter what you did, it was still all weed laden and 

mucky bottomed. The nice beach is over there. Not far from where Stevie’s car went in. 

 “I wish I had somewhere to sit. Let’s stand over here. You go there, so the light is behind 

me. I want to be over lit so it’s not so close up and all. You understand what I mean? 

 “Okay. Well, here we are. The lake.” 

 “Let me start with what I know, what the police report says. The facts. There isn’t any 

point in speculating; there’s enough of that going around if anyone wants it. They won’t get it 

here, though.” 

 “So Stevie, for whatever reason, was sitting in his truck, a Ford Bronco, just about over 

there. By that mile marker. Paul came up fast around the bend, like he does. I imagine he 

probably didn’t see the truck. People want to say he did, and that I set it up, but he was just 

coming home, like he always does at that hour. It was just bad timing. 
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 “Police say Steven’s truck was already knocked into the ice, about half-way over the lake 

exactly, when they got there. They said he didn’t even try to get out. I don’t know how they 

could know that, though.  

 “Yet . . . it’s not that deep of a lake. 

 “Okay, help me think of what else. It is getting awful cold. 

 “Oh, the police say Paul’s Camry went in over there--see there by the fence, where 

there’s a little path? A little room to park if someone came down to fish or something? Right 

there. 

 “Okay then. I’m ready for some cocoa now. Did you get some good shots? Maybe pan 

the lake one more time. It’s important to get it like this. Frozen. Silent. Stark—like how it was 

that morning.” 

 Shouldn’t you go into what happened to Paul? 

 “I did. He went in the lake.  

 “And he came out of the lake.” 

 [Mrs. Carlson raises gloved palms in a wide sweep side to side as she says each part—a 

 sweeping in, and a sweeping out. Then she marches back towards the trailhead, and 

 toward the house. I follow her, but I am having trouble figuring out how a smallish Camry 

 could knock a truck into the lake. Some things that she says add up, but some don’t. Once 

 inside, Mrs. Carlson takes off the raccoon coat, sets it on the hook by the back door like it is 

 any old coat, and putters around to the kitchen. I set up shop by the window nook.] 

 “Brrrrr. Crank this oven UP!  

 “I’ll make some sandwiches. And do you like cake? It’s chocolate.  

 “Devils food, ha-ha.  
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 “Goes good with Kahlua and cocoa.” 

 [Carolee’s cheeks are pink from the cold walk. Her blue eyes are sparkly and large and, I 

 don’t know, exciting. She makes two grilled cheese and turkey sandwiches, and two cups 

 of Kahlua and cocoa, and we sit down at the table and eat and converse like a date.] 

 “Lemme ask you something, what does your mom think of me? 

 I don’t know. I feel like I shouldn’t talk about that. 

 “Oh, come on. The mother angle is the best part. This whole mess wouldn’t be half as  

interesting to anybody if I wasn’t a mother. That’s what gets people. 

 “Do I miss Missy being around? Sometimes. Sometimes not. Ya know, just because we 

bear children, just because they come out of our bodies, people think we need to fuss over them 

their whole lives, worry for them, not have a negative thought about them. You can both love 

someone and not like them much. I think that’s just common sense. 

 [Carolee’s features seem to harden. Her eyes are still sparkly but intense now in a way that 

is menacing, but sexy in a dominatrix way.] 

 “Your Mom acts perfect around you, I bet. Acts like you hung the moon. I can tell. Most 

moms do, you know why? Because they have to. They better, or else...” 

 I’m not comfortable talking with you about my mother.  

 “Why’s that? Just curious.” 

 Well. To be factual, it’s not your business. It’s... 

 “Pfft. That’s a bunch of shit. Everyone’s business is everyone’s business. How come my 

business is your business, is your mom’s business?”  

 You’re a public servant. 

 “No. That’s not it. Don’t be so naive.” 
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 My mother thinks you’re a whore. My mother thinks you ought to be in jail. 

 “Of course she does. There, was that so difficult? But I bet she still wants to know what I 

do all day, doesn’t she? 

 “You know, let me tell you something else about being a mother.  

 “Missy thinks we have nothing in common. And she’s always been this bossy kid. 

Opinionated. Had to do things her way. And clever. But where’d she get that from? Eh? Her 

father? She is more like me than she imagines. 

 “And you know who would give anything to be there—right up close--the moment she 

figures that out? Hahaha. 

 [After that, Carolee is not as excited. The open oven kicks on and off again in the interlude 

 of time where she doesn’t speak. The outside world seems light filled--the sun reflects off 

 the snow in a way that is powerful. I can hear Carolee’s intake of breath; muffled sighs.] 

 “When she was little she always went to her daddy. I guess I wasn’t home enough, maybe 

that was it. Missy used to say things like, “Julie gets to have a mommy all the time.” When she 

got old enough to realize that I wasn’t just a mommy, that I was somebody, well, important I 

suppose, I think she resented the attention. Beyond a certain age, maybe the thirties, but for sure 

by 43, women aren’t supposed to get, or want, or like attention.  

 “I guess somebody decided that’s how it should work after you pop a kid out. Like there 

is this finite amount of it, and now it’s all theirs.”  

 “Maybe it’s the same way for men, I mean fathers. I don't know. I usually talk to Paul 

about these things. I usually get to bounce them off him. 

 [Carolee lay her head on the table, cheek down. Her eyes close.] 

 You can ask me. 
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 “Nah. You’re too young to know. 

 Just because I am young . . . 

 “Fine, fine, tell me your opinion, what’s your take?  

 Well. I don’t feel like saying now.  

 “Well, we’re good for today anyways. I’m beat and need a nap. I’m about done talking, 

anyways. Maybe just a few more days; make sure I said everything. 

 “Thursday works if you’re free.  

 “Oh, wait, keep filming for one more moment; I’m going to sing something. 

 “Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to Carolee Carlson. 

Happy birthday to you. Okay. You can stop now. Lock the door on your way out.” 

 

* 8 * 

 

Jared is at his mother’s house for Thanksgiving. The table dialogue revolves around his job. He 

refers to himself a photojournalist now, not a student. He signed a privacy statement, so he is not 

supposed to be repeating what Carolee tells him on camera, or off, but he cannot seem to help 

himself. He finds himself the owner of new oratorical skills that he formerly did not realize he 

possessed. And he moves with a certain awareness as he rises from his chair and pauses spot 

center beneath the ceiling light in the dining room. He has taken to wearing cologne. 

 When Jared tells his family about Carolee’s fur coat, her empty house, and her birthday 

cake, he speaks with a tone of authority and derision. Like they are all in on a joke he is telling. 

 He has to be careful, though, not to call her “Carolee”.  
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 His Aunt Becky and Aunt Rita show obvious enjoyment in the tales, but his mother 

works hard to appear aloof and uninterested—tidying the living room while they sit and chat in 

it. Jared answers his Aunts inquiries with only bits and pieces, and is conversationally obtuse 

about the details that they seems most interested in. Which happens to be what Carolee Carlson 

wears, does all day, and what the details are on the affair with the young man, Steven Mills.  He 

may or may not realize that he has the same inquiries they have. That he is not in the inside loop 

as much as he would hope.  

 

* 9 * 

 

 [Filming notes: Carolee is not put together today. Usually she is done up really nice, like 

 someone you would see giving the news report. Or someone in a movie. Today, she is 

 wearing a worn looking dark purple velvety sweatshirt and matching baggy pants, and her 

 blonde hair is pushed behind her ears and it looks greasy. She doesn’t look at me or say 

 anything after she lets me in, nor when I am setting up. It feels weird; you can hear the 

 house more than you can hear her. I ask if she has a cold, but she doesn’t answer. My 

 guess is that she’s depressed and I wonder if something changed in the case or with her 

 husband and I missed it. I decide to keep filming because with her in this mood, I might be 

 able to get some real answers. It it might be important raw footage; like behind the scenes 

 stuff. When we start shooting, Carolee is resting on the lounge chair in the living room and 

 the blinds are pulled. She picks at her nail polish. She seems both graceful and awkward, 
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 both dull and poetic. I ask if I can turn on a lamp and Carolee says, “I’d rather not”. I keep 

 talking, like Mike Wallace always does.] 

 Seems like something is bothering you today, Mrs. Carlson.  

 [Carolee looks into the camera now, and her eyes are dark and dull. I feel excited, like I she 

is about to reveal something,  but I am not sure what. Do I wait it out? Do I press her?] 

 “Is it running? This is what I say, every bright new day. Carolee, Carolee, what are you 

going to do today?  

 “I could sleep, you know. I could sleep all day and all night and all day the following 

day, and no one would care or notice.  

 “And if no one is here to see me, do I even exist? Haha. If a tree falls in the forest. . . 

 “I miss so many things. My public work. It wasn’t fair, you know, to take that from me. It 

had nothing to do with it. But more, I miss Paul. I see him as being unfairly taken from me as 

well.” 

 Who are you mad at? Who do you hold responsible? 

 “And I miss going to sleep with other people in the house. I don’t know why that makes 

such a difference, but it does. I sleep like crap now.”  

 Why do you think that is? 

 “Will you cut that crap out? Shut up and film. I can read you, you know.  

 “You’re an open book. You really should work on that.”  

 [I am getting the vibe that Carolee seems to not want to talk about some things right at 

 this moment.] 
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 “You know what else I miss? On Sunday night’s I’d cook a big meal. Only Sundays.  The 

rest of the time Paul cooked, or he and Missy fended for herself. Oh, don’t look at me like that. It 

doesn’t hurt a kid to know how cook some noodles.  

 I didn’t look at you in any way— 

 “Maybe not, but you will. You know, the French don’t hover over their children and they 

have one of the least violent, most cultured and classy society of everyone. Something to think 

about.  

 “And you know what? Paul can rehab here, he doesn’t need to be in Rochester. Mayo 

Schmayo.  It’s all Missy. It’s her way to get back at me, you know?  

 “Okay, let’s talk about something else.  

 “I make a mean lamb pie. Everyone loves it. I am famous for it. However, I only like to 

cook for pleasure. Early on Paul and I made a deal that I wouldn’t be the designated cook.  

 I don’t think people see you as the cooking type.  

 “And what type is that? If you mean the Queen of the Cult of Domesticity, you can go 

ahead and be correct.  

 I didn’t mean it that way. 

 “I tell you, I can roast garlic with the best of them. If I want to. I’m not going to do it out 

of servitude.  

 “Once I made lobster bisque for Steven’s birthday. It was perfect. Perfect. Bet that’s one 

meal your momma would have liked to have been at, huh?” 

 That’s sick. 

 “How so?”  
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 Your husband and your daughter and your...whatever you want to call it? Paul and Missy 

just sitting there like fools? 

 “Oh, stop it. Missy wasn’t there, of course. Don’t be so dramatic. And what makes you 

think Paul didn’t know about Steven?”  

 [There is a devilish look to Carolee’s features, a mocking sort that makes her seem mean. 

 And threatening. I am uncomfortable and  want to leave, but I stay because this is good 

 material that I’m getting. My interviewing studies are definitely paying off. ] 

 “We are forward thinking, Paul and I. That is what connects us most. I detest the phrase 

open marriage; a better way to say it is that we make allowances. I’ve made allowances. What do 

you think of that? I won’t drag Paul’s fine character into this silly moral muck, but I will just say 

he is as unconventional as I am. Why else would it have worked?  And it did work.  

 “We had an exceptional union.  

 “We have an exceptional union.” 

 Why isn’t he here then? If he wanted to be here, would he be here? 

 “I don’t agree.” 

 Why so? 

 “You have never had a complicated relationship in your life, have you? Wait, I take that 

back. You have never had a relationship—and they are all complicated. The most complicated of 

all? Husband and wife? Na-ah. Child and Mama.  

 “You will never find more unfathomable love and more unfathomable repulsion and 

more fuck-ed up communication—at least when they are little, you can touch them. Touch fixes 

a lot of troubles, but when they’re old enough to pull away….after that it’s all downhill.” 
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 [When Carolee stops talking, or ranting, her face is flushed and her body seems to have 

 energy again. She seems like herself again. I feel like maybe I should apologize, but then, I 

 didn’t say anything worse than she ever says. Finally, Carolee asks to resume filming 

 tomorrow.] 

 

* 10 * 

 

 [Filming notes: Carolee is totally different this morning. Maybe because she is not drinking 

 coffee today. Or Kahlua. She sits at the breakfast nook in the same clothes she wore 

 yesterday—the purple sweatshirt and matching pants. She looks puffy and odd. Limp, as if 

 she got unplugged. When asked if she is sure she wants to film today she says of course. 

 She says, “Stay.” So I set up.] 

 Are you okay? Do you want me to make you some cocoa or something?  

 “I’m fine. Just tired. Like I said, I don’t sleep well alone.”  

 Can I make you tea? You should drink something. You look dehydrated. 

 “Dehydrated? Listen to you.  Fine. Tea’s in that one. Nothing fruity, I hate fruity.  

 “No, actually, I don’t want anything.  

 “Thanks, though. 

 [I offer to make her something to eat. She seems frail and apologetic, which is weird. I 

 don’t know if this is some sort of act or something. Or is something is wrong with her. I 

 mean, I’m the only one she has right now, I should probably do something. ] 

 “No, no. Don’t fuss over me.” 
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 [Carolee is quiet for about three minutes and I think about shutting off the camera. She 

 keeps rubbing her flattened fingers over her ear in circle, absently but with a precise 

 rhythm. She has her eyes half-closed.] 

  “Sound is so strange, isn’t it? The hollow of our skull, the inner ear. Everything that gives 

us auditory meaning, great big things like I love you and goodbye, are just vibrations.  

 “Let me ask you something, do you believe in death?  There should be a different word 

for it. What is the Greek word for “not here”? Because you can have death while you are here. It 

is the circling around, the other end of the not being here anymore, the awareness of that other, 

living with it day to day. They don’t die those that go. They just are not here. It’s us that have 

death, we become death, it get into us, Do you understand what I’m telling you? If you are 

cogent of it, you do not go back to living; you are with death, at the back of your hand. How else 

can I say this? I cannot imagine what makes me keep breathing when I sleep. Do you think of 

that, shhh.  I’m just posing the query; I don’t want you to answer. There is the larger literal not 

being here, and there is the here but terrified of not being here. Death is for us. Those left. 

Reminders of the fine fine line. Maybe that’s what religion is about; something to distract you 

from the unbearable knowledge of the fine fine line. I’m fine, just stay there and film. I don’t 

care if they see me crying. I’m not weeping for sadness or self-pity. I know my husband’s not 

coming back how he was. I’m crying for that fine line. That I can’t bear to know that it’s there as 

much as I know that it’s there. 

 “Hey...are you wearing cologne? (chuckles) 

 What? 

 “I’m not laughing at you, Jared. It's the flag posts I’m laughing at. The mile markers. 

 “You’ll be a woman, soon— 
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 “Neil Diamond? 

 I don’t get it. 

  “I’m going to get cleaned up. We’re done here. For now, anyways. I have some phone 

calls to make.   

 “By the by, if you’re free on Saturday I can make lamb pie. Bring your mom. (chuckle)  

Bring anyone.  

 “No pressure, though. Hey, lock the door when you go please.” 

 [Note: I looked up Neil Diamond and I don’t get what Carolee meant. I don’t look like him 

 or anything. He sings sexy love songs though, from what my Aunt’s tell me, so I think it 

 was meant as a come-on. Soon must mean “soon”. Sunday will be Christmas. Maybe I will 

 go over for “lamb pie” after the Christmas eve service. ]  

 

* 11 * 

 

Jared plans for Saturday night all week. He has worked out many scenarios, has built it into 

something close to the anticipation of prom night. He shows up at Carolee’s alone on Saturday 

night. In his car is an overnight bag. A duffle bag with a pair of socks, boxers and a clean t-shirt. 

And a tooth brush. And condoms. He is wearing a red shirt, a tie with a Reindeer on it, and a 

white v-neck cabled sweater. He does not wear his boots.  

 He did not tell his mother or aunts about the invite, but he did tell his roommates about it. 

Just that he might not be home and all that. There was general applause.  

It is snowing heavily on the drive over. Jared shudders when he very slowly makes the turn onto 

the narrow lane, passes the frozen lake. He thinks the shudder is excitement, does not realize that 
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is may also be apprehension or superstition. When he comes along the bend, he notes that there 

are no outdoor Christmas lights twinkling. He would have thought Carolee the type to hang 

lights on her door. Or a wreath. He turns off his car and waits. It is only a moment until the cold 

plunges through the windows and drops the temperature inside the car enough so that Jared’s 

breath is visible. “Okay, then, let’s go”, he says, getting out, shutting the door and deciding to 

come back for the bag later. The sensor light on the front porch clips on when he approaches and 

presses the bell. He counts out the seconds, or maybe he is counting the snow chunks rushing 

under the lamp. Twenty-four. 

 Carolee Carlson finally answers the door and she is in a robe. And slippers. He can hear 

female voices coming from the TV in the living room. Jared sees her as if from behind the lens 

of the camera. There is a gap of space and time between when she speaks and when he hears and 

sees her. She is not entirely something real; she is an icon. 

 “Oh. Jared. Don’t tell me you’re here for dinner? I didn’t think you were coming.  

 “Well, come in, then. Take your shoes off though.  

 “Wow, a white Christmas, ain’t it? Do you want a beer or something? Are you going to 

get me in trouble? Are you old enough for beer?” 

 [I follow Carolee into the front hallway, and lay my jacket on the table, remove my shoes. 

 She looks like she just had a bath--her cheeks are pink, her hair is damp, and her lean 

 calves and finely made ankles look lotioned and silky as they glide along in puffy leopard 

 print slippers. It’s not the raccoon fur, but, it works. We go to the kitchen and Carolee pulls 

 two beers out of the fridge and gives me an appraising look as she hands one to me.]  

 “A tie and everything. Huh. Funny you didn’t think to give me a heads up. Well, I was 

just going to eat toast and cocoa. But I suppose there’s a pizza in the freezer.”  
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 “Cheers! To Jesus! Haha.  

 [We are both awkward. I hadn’t really pictured it going down like this. If she didn’t want 

 me to come for dinner, why did she invite me? Why would she invite me and then act 

 surprised that I came? ]  

 “So, then.  

 “I’m gonna warn you--I have season four of Sex In The City, and I plan on watching it 

tonight.” 

 

* 12 * 

 

Jared drinks three beers, noshes five slices of pizza and watches four episodes of Sex In The City. 

He thought the show might be sexy, because of its title, and because there were four hot chicks in 

it, but he is disappointed and bored with it. They seem to just talk and complain about men. 

Maybe he is disappointed that Carolee isn’t paying much attention to him. To be exact, she pays 

the same amount of attention to him as she always does, which is very little. He falls asleep on 

the lounger. He has convoluted dreams of sex in the city that is Carolee Carlson, and in one of 

them she chops off, marinates, cooks, and eats his arm. In this same dream he hears a man 

talking, then hear’s Carolee offer the man a slice of his cooked arm. 

  Carolee taps Jared on the shoulder to wake him up. He has an erection and doesn’t 

bother to hide it because she is saying, ‘We’re going to bed.” She uses the remote to shut the TV 

off, moves to stand directly beneath the overhead chandelier in the adjacent front hallway.  
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 Looking towards the kitchen, Carolee says with a laugh, “It’s your beer, I’m not gonna 

get all butt-hurt if you take the last one.” Then she turns back to Jared, “You better get home. 

You are you drivable, right?” Jared thinks for second, shakes his head. “No.”  

  Jared can’t understand what is going on. Carolee Carlson would seduce Steven Mills—

who was clearly a moron—but not him? Jared thinks she might look unsure. Then, he hears a 

pop and siss of a beer can opening, followed by the creak that he knows to be the singsong of the 

kitchen floor. Carolee has her hands on her hips and is telling him that he truly must go. Yet, she 

does not look right at him when she tells him this. Yet…she looks to the kitchen. He believes 

that it is a sort of signal and he works to decode it.  

 Jared hears more movement and is not surprised as he could be when a burly looking man 

pads up to Carolee in stockinged feet. The kind of socks with red tips. There is a familiarity 

between the two figures, a not-at-all subtle sensuality in the way Carolee looks at the man.  

 “Jared, Mike, Mike, Jared” Carolee says.  

 Mike looks over at Jared and nods. It could be a hey nod, or an I will kick your ass nod. 

 Or an invite to a threesome nod.  

 “You okay to drive, son?” Mike says.  

 Jared shakes his head, no, and gets up. He means “yes” but “no” is at the front of his 

thoughts. The young man crosses the room, passes Carolee and is sure to give her what he hopes 

she will know is a long hard look, then takes his corduroy coat from the hallway table and leaves. 

He stands sober and discombobulated on the front porch, and looks out beyond the black space 

of what he knows is pine trees, to the blue white of the night reflected off of Pebble Lake. From 

here, it looks like a ghost town pond in a Christmas village, like his Aunt’s set up, with a 

miniature post office, bank, and a train figure-eighting through pinkish glitter.  



Tre Lys 100 

 

 

* 13 * 

  

 [Filming notes: Mrs. Carlson is calling this the last day, though we clearly have more work 

 we could do. She has insisted on delegating the editing and final production to Mike, who 

 is from Seattle, whom she met on the internet, who she says has equipment and 

 connections and has done this thing before. Meaning, I haven’t and I don’t. I mean the 

 other way around.  regret not signing something. This guy, has a website and a production 

 company, blah blah blah. Like that means anything. Passion is what counts in the art 

 world, everything else can be worked out. I don’t remember who said that. But it’s totally 

 true. Mrs. I-didn’t-do-anything-Carlson says she is happy with my work, that I will make a 

 great filmmaker someday. When she meets me this morning at the door, a lanky, full-

 grown, silver and white greyhound huddles timidly at her feet. It doesn’t even bark, which 

 is weird. Mrs. Carlson is done up like she used to, like a movie star, wearing red lipstick and 

 all that. Her blonde hair is straightened and silky and longer than I remember. The raccoon 

 fur coat lay on the entryway table; exactly in the same place where my coat lay three 

nights ago.] 

 “It’s a little warm for this, but it will look good. This is my movie star cape, after all. 

(chuckles) Let’s go out back. Why don’t you have boots? Who doesn’t wear boots in February in 

Minnesota, for crissake? 

 “Okay then, listen, you stay here on the porch. It’s brushed off, it’s fine. Watch the drip, 

though. Hey, I just told you to watch for the drip. Here.  
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 “Well, this is it, kiddo. I want to say thank you again, formally. I will credit your work. 

I’m a law abider, don’t forget.  

 [Mrs. Carlson winks. I’m not sure what that means.] 

 “And don’t worry about me, kid. I always win, remember what Paul says? 

 [Mrs. Carlson grabs her raccoon fur coat from the table. She doesn’t treat it like it is 

 something exceptional. I want to write more about this. It is symbolic; everything about 

 her seems symbolic. Maybe iconic. She pulls the ties to make a tight a cinch at the waist. It 

 is an amazingly plush and soft looking coat and I want to at least feel it once. Carolee 

 places earmuff over her ears. She walks down the flight of porch steps. I grab her arm and I 

 tell her to be careful, it’s icy.] 

 “Oh, I’m fine. You be careful. Okay, now, don’t move. 

 “Wait. 

 “Wait. 

 “Wait. 

 “Okay, zoom in. I’m not shadowed, am I? Wait though, wait till I say go. Okay, go.”  

 [Notes: Carolee Carlson pauses for a few seconds with her face in the winter sun. Then she 

 and the greyhound begin to walk the path down to the forest. She walks leisurely. The sun 

 is now on her back, and the fur coat is a glossy ginger brown. The dog stops once to sniff 

 snow and Carolee speaks to it, turns and waves, smiles. Her teeth are bright even this far 

 away, even from this distance. She continues along the path until she gets to the entrance 

 to the forest. She yells in order to make sure I heard her. But I would have heard her.] 
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 “Okay, zoom in, zoom in. Can you get me? You got the light, wait, let me turn a little, 

how’s that, you got that? Wave or something, will ya? Jeez Louise.  

 “Okay, pan to the lake, the trees are bare enough, you should be able to get some off it. 

 “Now, stay there for a moment. Okay, back to me. Back to me. Zoom in and stay.” 

 [Filming notes: Carolee Carlson walks into the forest. The dog stops to sniff the 

 underbrush; freshly exposed with the recent melt. Mrs. Carlson calls to the dog, claps her 

 hands once, turns and smiles at the camera, without teeth. I might be imagining it, but her 

 eyes seem reflect light in the same way that her teeth did. Like snow does. She turns and 

 walks into the forest. I film until I cannot see the coat anymore.] 
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