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Becoming Normal
Way way way back when


Softened crayons, warm glass, melted vinyl records; warped, still drooping from the player stand because they were left to fry in the sun from the huge picture window. Cotton undershirts, the smelly tapestry sofa, watching Bert and Ernie, eating saltine crackers with peanut butter and bananas. This was when I was four and the air conditioner in our apartment was broken.

Way way back when


Pink gloves. Riding the bus on the first day of school. For some reason you made me wait until winter to finally go. All the other kids seemed older because they were. They had fur coats with matching muffs and sometimes a ritzy shoulder bag. I had my gloves (at least I thought there were cute) and the backpack that looked like you bought it from a Salvation Army in the middle of Polishville. One of the pockets was torn and the zipper was stuck on the left side. Don’t you remember? I think I was almost six then.

Way back when


Still no sign of dad and I was nine. You said: “It’s not for you to worry about Karen. If your father decides to see you it will be up to him.” By that time I was enamored of two things: writing letters and eating. If I thought of him I would either make myself a bologna and mayo sandwich or compose a ten page dissertation on why I thought he should come back. I guess that was to no avail; even thought I can still throw together a mean lard-filled sandwich, slathering on the Miracle Whip and cutting it into triangles.

When


Then things got really crappy. Remember? By that time I was thirteen. You spent your day either searching and applying for job ads, smoking those stinky Pall Malls or scavenging at the tag sale on the corner, looking for the least holey underwear and asking me which size ugly chartreuse bra I thought would fit my tiny chest. We stood in front of the dressing room mirror for a half an hour adjusting and straightening, clasping and unclasping, yet no second-hand lingerie seemed to “hug” or “emphasize” any areas that I wanted to accentuate. Face it, I told myself, they’re not gonna grow over night.

We continued on like that for about a year. “Karen,” you said, “Try some asparagus.”

“No thanks,” I responded, staring into my plateful of macaroni and cheese. “This is all I want.” And really I was lying. I pretended that I was full after dinner, and then I’d creep to my room, pulling Mallomars from the shoebox in my closet, gorging myself on chocolate and marshmallow filling. I stayed in my room at lengths that I can’t even recollect, but I knew that was one of the only places where you’d leave me alone—no nagging, no motherly advice about my “baby fat.” You stayed in the front room—you remember don’t you? You had the fichus plant and your stacks of classics. For some reason whenever I found you there you were asleep or reading Chaucer or sipping tea from a Stryofoam cup. You argued on the phone with the credit card companies and watched As the World Turns in the late afternoon. 

Now


“Yes Mom,” I tell you. “I remember a lot of things.” Slowly rising from the rocking chair beside the window, I stoop down to your face and plant a tiny peck above your left eyelid. You laid there, just like yesterday, and last month, and the three months before that. With only a few indifferent umhms and you don’t says, eventually you ask me to bring the phone. But I change the subject because I really don’t think it’s necessary now to call him, and you know it too.


“I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” I whisper, “Love you.” Behind the respirator I can see your small lips purse up and then slowly melt back to normal.

On my way to the car, passing the sterile, dank-smelling rooms, taking the stairs instead of the claustrophobic elevator, I keep thinking about the day he left, even though like all the other memories I can’t remember the details of what happened. I walk through the chilly parking complex, realizing I left my car on the second floor, not the third, and take another flight down, finding my Stratus where I left it.

He did have on the tweed sports coat. My keys jingle against the door handle, while I fumble for the money to pay the attendant. And he was carrying a plastic bag full of his old baseball cards. The motor turns over, I put it in reverse and ease my way towards the exit signs. That was about it I guess—no drawn-out goodbye or hug or anything. Maybe he did say he’d see me later. Right.

I get back to my place, check the voicemail (no messages of course), and pour out the cat food, trying not to spill any on my newly carpeted dining room floor. The renovations are taking forever, but it’s just like everything else—the change will be worth it. I wish you could see what I’ve had down with the design. It would probably be too contemporary for your liking but the coloring is just right: matching browns with taupes and pale greens. My new couch is still in the protective plastic, so I scrounge together a floor picnic, and eat my supper in front of the television, sitting Indian-style, popping grapes into my mouth. Warnings of a developing snowstorm. Click. “Three’s Company” episode. Click. Home Shopping Network. Click. Nothing’s on.


Here I sit, alone on the floor, the weight that I’ve dropped is noticeable with just the simplest twist of a bicep or the flexing of my abdomen and it seems to be affecting my stamina—I feel younger (though I have a headache from hell) yet at the same time I know that I’m burnt-out and lonely and grumpy and unemployed. I try to override my reflexes, not allowing myself to sink down into yet another depression at your hands. As I stretch the kinks out of my neck and shoulders, I notice the ramshackle box of papers sitting next to all of your other stuff that I had to move out of the faculty headquarters. Perhaps the committee could have taken care of that end of it for you? It reminds me of how some people have to file taxes for their dead parents after they’re gone just to follow protocol. Oh well, I mutter, I’ve always done what you wanted haven’t I? 
I decide to leaf through the collection of poems you had floating on top of the box. After I flick on the radio, tuning in to the public radio station, I find the copy of Sylvia Plath’s Virgin in a Tree that you painstakingly analyzed for your feminist criticism class back when you were on the cutting edge of brilliance. The quick-paced lyrics broadcasting from the stereo intermingle with my reading. Krauss sings, “Once I had myself a good woman… but I just didn't treat her right.” Then I read a line of the poem: She, ripe and unplucked, / Lain splayed too long in the tortuous boughs : overripe. Krauss retorted, “I was always leavin… livin' a party life…True love was waiting for me…I was much too blind to see…’til she told me she would leave me…I said that's alright with me… Let your loss be your lesson!” Finally I finished reading, thinking how funny this amalgamation of words would be if you could hear it too. I can’t separate myself from your bedside, even thought I’m ten miles away. I’m there in your hospital room. My mind is focused on you and your constant lack of explanation.

-------------------------------------------

Today is the day before Easter. It’s funny because one wouldn’t think that a daughter who grew up without anybody would be feeling alone and upset that she was yet again finding her thirty-nine year old hands basting the sugary top of a ham, sticking in cloves, preparing a meal for herself. I remember always at least having you over; and there would be the usual bickering but we always found time for morning mass and having dinner. Right now I really miss that. 


The ham goes into the roaster with a plunk, and the potatoes are read for boiling. The Jell-o is chilling behind the deviled eggs and the spring mix on the bottom shelf next to the customary asparagus. I decide to take a walk to the store for some of those foil-wrapped chocolates with the pasty, mock-egg filling. In front of the mirror in my foyer I eye the wrinkles setting in around my mouth. I push back my straw hair. Some mascara? I wonder, but I decide it’s too much work. “I’ll be back Booger!” The cat’s tail just out of the window where the sun is the brightest, slowly wagging as if to say no problem Karen.


Ira, Lester, and Mike congregate in front of our building, and I notice that Lester’s fly is undone. Should I tell him?


“Well hello boys. Happy Easter.” I put on my cheery face, trying not to look at Lester’s crotch.


“Same to you. And how are you Karen?” asks Ira in his old man’s polite tendency.


Not realizing my tone I answer, “As well as can be expected I guess.”


“True. True.” Mike mumbles. They were discussing politics when I happened to walk out the double doors, interrupting their conversation. He wants to get back to his point. Though he’s in his fifties, he manages to speak his mind with the other seniors, expressing his muddled in-depth arguments, yet he disregards that they all call him “Mouthy Mike.” No wonder, I think. 

Finally, even in my attempt to squirm away from the looking unzipped fly, Lester begins to ask the question I was expecting: “So how is your mother do—,” (his head bends down towards his crossed arms, his eyes detecting the draft in his pants) 

“—ing?”


“I like to think that she’s on the up and up.” I look into the wind, my hair blowing across my face, the street at my back. I avoided the long zzzzzzzzziiiiiiippppp of Lester’s trousers. “Sometimes she remembers me, sometimes she doesn’t. She was sitting up in her bed yesterday.” 


“Good,” they all say, “Give her our best then will you?”

“Yes of course. She misses all of you,” I say, knowing full well that you wouldn’t know who the hell they were even if they each paid you half of their life insurance policies to remember. You realize that’s how it is now don’t you? It’s as if I have to console the onlookers, reminding the people from the neighborhood that their old-lady friend will definitely return and she might even be better. It’s as if you’ve always been the master chess player. I feel like I’m always in check over the premeditated moves that you’ve countered me with my whole life.

----------------------------------------------

So now I’m becoming normal. Not for you but for me. And these writings are for me too. Yes, yes, you’ve thinking that I’m a selfish person. Doing everything for the wrong reasons, being disrespectful. Karen, you would say, think about me, your Momma. And I am! All the curt statements aside, and all the bullshit from the past tucked away into my hip pocket. Today I’m going to the store, my ham in the oven, all the fixings stand ready to accompany my Easter feast, and I’m going to try to find you a crocus to set in your windowsill. At least I’ll feel like I’m being the dutiful daughter that you’ve trained me to be. And by the way… I don’t give a shit if Dad left.
