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  AUGUSTEN BURROUGHS was a child actor in a Tang Instant Breakfast Drink Commercial, It was a small
  role and did not, as he had expected, lead to a slot on The Brady Bunch or his own variety show. He has no hobbies, interests or skills, other than writing about himself. He lives in New
  York.


  From the international reviews:


  If you thought that your family was odd, try this one for size . . . Running with Scissors is hilarious: Adrian Mole scripted by
  Hieronymus Bosch. You couldnt make this up. You find yourself laughing like a drain at each surreal event and Burroughs deadpan asides . . . When life is this awful you have to laugh
  or go under. Luckily Burroughs has a talent for laughter. Fiona Hook, The Times


  It is impossible not to laugh at all the jokes; to admire the sardonic, fetid tone; to wonder, slack-jawed and agog, at the sheer looniness of the
  vista he conjures up. What Burroughs has given us is the Brady Bunch on Viagra: just listen to all those manmade fibres crackle. Call me twisted but, I cannot wait for the next in the
  series. Rachel Cooke, Observer


  Augusten Burroughs is Judy Garland in A Star is Born, or Eminem in 8 Mile  another poor winner from nowhere, validated and
  transfigured, living the Dream. Lewis Jones, Daily Telegraph


  Running with Scissors is  in every positive sense I can think of  a blast . . . Augusten Burroughs is a likeable and wry
  narrator, and a born writer . . . So, if you thought The Ice Storm showed how messed up the liberated 1970s were, think again. In the world of horrific and self-amazed childhood memoirs,
  Running with Scissors sets a new standard. Lynne Truss, Sunday Times


  The memoir tradition isnt famed for its belly laughs but Augusten Burroughss account of growing up, Running with Scissors, is
  Dave Pelzer with a whoopee cushion attached. Burroughs starts out with an uninterested father and a mad mother. So hes packed off to live with his mothers shrink, but the shrink is
  nuts too. Part harrowing, part hilarious, the tale barrels along helped by snippy dialogue and oddball characters . . . genuinely memorable. Top 50 Cultural Events of the Season,
  Observer


  Funnier and more alarming that any memoir in recent history . . . In the hands of Burroughs, a spirit of upbeat geniality emerges so that his
  family episodes become Readers Digest episodes from hell, filled with honesty, hilarity and horror. Christopher Fowler, Independent on Sunday


  A remarkable autobiography . . . achingly funny and terrifyingly cruel. Sally Morris, Sunday Mirror


  An exceptionally fine memoir of an extraordinary upbringing . . . a shocking, passionate, hilarious, compelling, at times scatological and
  ultimately redemptive book. John McTernan, Scotland on Sunday


  The hilarious but harrowing memoir of Augusten Burroughs, raised by crazy parents and an insane psychiatrist 5 Best Debuts for 2003,
  Observer Magazine


  A frank account of an unusual and harrowing upbringing . . . Powerful Herald


  Augusten Burroughss bawdy, irreverent account of his bizarre American upbringing charts the ultimate in flamboyant dysfunction.
  Irish Times


  A darkly comic memoir Vogue


  Gripping like a car crash, and just as painful, * * * * * Marie Claire


  Deftly written, smart and funny . . . Running with Scissors is a story so strange it could never be fiction GQ


  Twisted, hilarious and relentlessly bizarre . . . Running with Scissors single-handedly redefines the term fucked-up
  childhood Sleazenation


  Burroughs will be hard pressed ever to better this, his debut effort . . . Its one youll never forget Time Out


  An incredibly moving memoir, but also at times jawdroppingly funny. One to definitely savour Whats on in London


  Bawdy, outrageous, often hilarious . . . so flippant, and so insanely funny (quite literally), that the effect is that of a William Burroughs
  situation comedy Janet Maslin, New York Times


  Hilarious, freaky-deaky, berserk, controlled, transcendent, touching, affectionate, vengeful, all-embracing . . . Amazing Carolyn See,
  Washington Post


  Hilarious and horrifying . . . the nuttiness of the goings-on described in this memoir seem to exemplify the adage: truth is stranger than
  fiction Merle Rubin, Los Angeles Times


  The events of five years in the life of Augusten Burroughs, as recounted in a memoir that is both horrifying and mordantly funny, are so
  unbelievable, they make even the most outrageous episode of The Jerry Springer Show seem rational by comparison. Running With Scissors just might be the most aptly titled book ever
  written. David Wiegand, San Francisco Chronicle


  Augusten Burroughss memoir makes you laugh, because its as funny as it is twisted GQ (US)


  A witty and vivacious account of a wildly unconventional childhood . . . vivid and entertaining Mandy Sayer, Sydney Morning
  Herald


  Jaw-dropping, often hilarious, and always engaging Catherine Keenan, Sun Herald


  Sharp and irreverent . . . insightful, genuinely funny and often disturbing Mary Philip, Courier-Mail


  This is a memoir brilliantly executed, with writing that glows James Macgowan, Ottawa Citizen
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  Look for the ridiculous in everything


  and you will find it.


  Jules Renard, 1890
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  SOMETHING ISNT RIGHT


  MY MOTHER IS STANDING IN FRONT OF THE BATHROOM MIRROR smelling polished and ready; like Jean Nat, Dippity Do and
  the waxy sweetness of lipstick. Her white, handgun-shaped blow-dryer is lying on top of the wicker clothes hamper, ticking as it cools. She stands back and smoothes her hands down the front of her
  swirling, psychedelic Pucci dress, biting the inside of her cheek.


  Damn it, she says, something isnt right.


  Yesterday she went to the fancy Chopping Block salon in Amherst with its bubble skylights and ficus trees in chrome planters. Sebastian gave her a shag.


  That hateful Jane Fonda, she says, fluffing her dark brown hair at the crown. She makes it look so easy. She pinches her sideburns into points that accentuate her
  cheekbones. People have always said she looks like a young Lauren Bacall, especially in the eyes.


  I cant stop staring at her feet, which she has slipped into treacherously tall red patent-leather pumps. Because she normally lives in sandals, its like shes borrowed some
  other ladys feet. Maybe her friend Lydias feet. Lydia has teased black hair, boyfriends and an above-ground pool. She wears high heels all the time, even when shes just sitting
  out back by the pool in her white bikini, smoking menthol cigarettes and talking on her olive-green Princess telephone. My mother only wears fancy shoes when shes going out, so Ive
  come to associate them with a feeling of abandonment and dread.


  I dont want her to go. My umbilical cord is still attached and shes pulling at it. I feel panicky.


  Im standing in the bathroom next to her because I need to be with her for as long as I can. Maybe she is going to Hartford, Connecticut. Or Bradley Field International Airport. I love the
  airport, the smell of jet fuel, flying south to visit my grandparents.


  I love to fly.


  When I grow up, I want to be the one who opens those cabinets above the seats, who gets to go into the small kitchen where everything fits together like a shiny silver puzzle. Plus, I like
  uniforms and I would get to wear one, along with a white shirt and a tie, even a tie-tack in the shape of airplane wings. I would get to serve peanuts in small foil packets and offer people small
  plastic cups of soda. Would you like the whole can? I would say. I love flying south to visit my grandparents and Ive already memorized almost everything these flight
  attendants say. Please make sure that you have extinguished all smoking materials and that your tray table is in its upright and locked position. I wish I had a tray table in my
  bedroom and I wish I smoked, just so I could extinguish my smoking materials.


  Okay, I see whats the matter, my mother says. She turns to me and smiles. Augusten, hand me that box, would you?


  Her long, frosted beige nail points to the box of Kotex maxi pads on the floor next to the toilet bowl. I grab the box and hand it to her.


  She takes two pads from the box and sets it on the floor at her feet. I notice that the box is reflected in the side of her shoe, like a small TV. Carefully, she peels the paper strip off the
  back of one of the pads and slides it through the neck of her dress, placing it on top of her left shoulder. She smoothes the silk over the pad and puts another one on the right side. She stands
  back.


  What do you think of that! she says. She is delighted with herself. Its as if she has drawn a picture and placed it on her own internal refrigerator door.


  Neat, I say.


  You have a very creative mother, she says. Instant shoulder pads.


  The blow-dryer continues to tick like a clock, counting down the seconds. Hot things do that. Sometimes when my father or mother comes home, I will go down and stand near the hood of the car to
  listen to it tick, moving my face in close to feel the heat.


  Are you coming upstairs with me? she says. She takes her cigarette from the clamshell ashtray on the back of the toilet. My mother loves frozen baked stuffed clams, and she saves
  the shells to use as ashtrays, stashing them around the house.


  I am fixated on the dryer. The vent holes on the side have hairs stuck in them, small hairs and white lint. What is lint? How does it find hair dryers and navels? Im
  coming.


  Turn off the light, she says as she walks away, creating a small whoosh that smells sweet and chemical. It makes me sad because its the smell she makes when
  shes leaving.


  Okay, I say. The orange light from the dehumidifier that sits next to the wicker laundry hamper is looking at me, and I look back at it. Normally it would terrify me, but because
  my mother is here, it is okay. Except she is walking fast, has already walked halfway across the family room floor, is almost at the fireplace, will be turning around the corner and heading up the
  stairs and then I will be alone in the dark bathroom with the dehumidifier eye, so I run. I run after her, certain that something is following me, chasing me, just about to catch me. I run past my
  mother, running up the stairs, using my legs and my hands, charging ahead on all fours. I make it to the top and look down at her.


  She climbs the stairs slowly, deliberately, reminding me of an actress on the way to the stage to accept her Academy Award. Her eyes are trained on me, her smile all mine. You run up
  those stairs just like Cream.


  Cream is our dog and we both love her. She is not my fathers dog or my older brothers. Shes most of all not my older brothers since hes sixteen, seven years
  older than I, and he lives with roommates in Sunderland, a few miles away. He dropped out of high school because he said he was too smart to go and he hates our parents and he says he cant
  stand to be here and they say they cant control him, that hes out of control and so I almost never see him. So Cream doesnt belong to him at all. She is
  mine and my mothers. She loves us most and we love her. We share her. I am just like Cream, the golden retriever my mother loves.


  I smile back at her.


  I dont want her to leave.


  Cream is sleeping by the door. She knows my mother is leaving and she doesnt want her to go, either. Sometimes, I wrap aluminum foil around Creams middle, around her legs and her
  tail and then I walk her through the house on a leash. I like it when shes shiny, like a star, like a guest on the Donnie and Marie Show.


  Cream opens her eyes and watches my mother, her ears twitching, then she closes her eyes again and exhales heavily. Shes seven, but in dog years that makes her forty-nine. Cream is an old
  lady dog, so shes tired and just wants to sleep.


  In the kitchen my mother takes her keys off the table and throws them into her leather bag. I love her bag. Inside are papers and her wallet and cigarettes and at the bottom, where she never
  looks, there is loose change, loose mints, specs of tobacco from her cigarettes. Sometimes I bring the bag to my face, open it and inhale as deeply as I can.


  Youll be long asleep by the time I come home, she tells me. So good night and Ill see you in the morning.


  Where are you going? I ask her for the zillionth time.


  Im going to give a reading in Northampton, she tells me. Its a poetry reading at the Broadside Bookstore.


  My mother is a star. She is just like that lady on TV, Maude. She yells like Maude, she wears wildly colored gowns and long crocheted vests like Maude. She is just like Maude except my mother
  doesnt have all those chins under her chins, all those loose expressions hanging off her face. My mother cackles when Maude is on. I love Maude, she says. My mother is a star
  like Maude.


  Will you sign autographs?


  She laughs. I may sign some books.


  My mother is from Cairo, Georgia. This makes everything she says sound like it went through a curling iron. Other people sound flat to my ear; their words just hang in the air. But when my
  mother says something, the ends curl.


  Where is my father?


  Where is your father? my mother says, checking her watch. Its a Timex, silver with a black leather strap. The face is small and round. There is no date. It ticks so loud
  that if the house is quiet, you can hear it.


  The house is quiet. I can hear the ticking of my mothers watch.


  Outside, the trees are dark and tall, they lean in toward the house, I imagine because the house is bright inside and the trees crave the light, like bugs.


  We live in the woods, in a glass house surrounded by trees; tall pine trees, birch trees, ironwoods.


  The deck extends from the house into the trees. You can stand on it and reach and you might be able to pull a leaf off a tree, or a sprig of pine.


  My mother is pacing. She is walking through the living room, behind the sofa to look out the large sliding glass door down to the driveway; she is walking around the dining-room table. She
  straightens the cubed glass salt and pepper shakers. She is walking through the kitchen and out the other door of the kitchen. Our house is very open. The ceilings are very high. There is plenty of
  room here. I need high ceilings, my mother always says. She says this now. I need high ceilings. She looks up.


  There is the sound of gravel crackling beneath tires. Then, lights on the wall, spreading to the ceiling, sliding through the room like a living thing.


  Finally, my mother says.


  My father is home.


  He will come inside the house, pour himself a drink and then go downstairs and watch TV in the dark.


  I will have the upstairs to myself. All the windows and the walls and the entire fireplace which cuts straight through the center of the house, both floors; I will have the ice maker in the
  freezer, the hexagonal espresso pot my mother uses for guests, the black deck, the stereo speakers; all of this contained in so much tall space. I will have it all.


  I will walk around and turn lights on and off, on and off. There is a panel of switches on the wall before the hall opens up into two huge, tall rooms. I will switch the spotlights on in the
  living room, illuminating the fireplace, the sofa. I will switch the light off and turn on the spotlights in the hallway; over the front of the door. I will run from the wall and stand in the
  spotlight. I will bathe in the light like a star and I will say, Thank you for coming tonight to my poetry reading.


  I will be wearing the dress my mother didnt wear. It is long, black and 100 percent polyester, my favorite fabric because it flows. I will wear her dress and her shoes and I will be
  her.


  With the spotlights aimed right at me, I will clear my throat and read a poem from her book. I will read it with her distinctive and refined Southern inflection.


  I will turn off all the lights in the house and go into my bedroom, close the door. My bedroom is deep blue. Bookshelves are attached to the wall with brackets on either side of my window; the
  shelves themselves are lined with aluminum foil. I like things shiny.


  My shiny bookshelves are lined with treasures. Empty cans, their labels removed, their ribbed steel skins polished with silver polish. I wish they were gold. I have rings there, rings from our
  trip to Mexico when I was five. Also on the shelves: pictures of jewelry cut from magazines, glued to cardboard and propped upright; one of the good spoons from the sterling silver my grandmother
  sent my parents when they were married; silver my mother hates (God-awful tacky) and a small collection of nickels, dimes and quarters, each of which has been boiled and polished with
  silver polish while watching Donnie and Marie or Tony Orlando and Dawn.


  I love shiny things, I love stars. Someday, I want to be a star, like my mother, like Maude.


  The sliding doors to my closet are covered with mirror squares I bought with my allowance. The mirrors have veins of gold streaking through them. I stuck them to the doors myself.


  I will aim my desk lamp into the center of the room and stand in its light, looking at myself in the mirror. Hand me that box, I will say to my reflection. Something
  isnt right here.


  



  LITTLE BOY BLUE NAVY BLAZER


  MY FONDNESS FOR FORMAL WEAR CAN BE TRACED TO THE womb. While pregnant with me, my mother blasted opera on her record player
  while she sat at the kitchen table addressing SASEs to The New Yorker. Somehow, on the deepest, most base genetic level, I understood that the massively intense music I heard through her
  flesh was being sung by fat people dressed in cummerbunds and enormous sequined gowns.


  When I was ten, my favorite outfit was a navy blazer, a white shirt and a red clip-on tie. I felt I looked important. Like a young king who had ascended the throne because his mother had been
  beheaded.


  I flatly refused to go to school if my hair was not perfect, if the light didnt fall across it in a smooth, blond sheet. I wanted my hair to look exactly like the mannequin boys at
  Ann August, where my mother shopped. One stray flyaway was enough to send the hairbrush into the mirror and me running for my room in tears.


  And if there was lint on my outfit that my mother couldnt remove with masking tape, that was a better reason to stay home than strep throat. In fact, the only day of the year I actually
  liked going to school was the day the school photo was taken. I loved that the photographer gave us combs as parting gifts, like on a game show.


  Throughout my childhood, while all the other kids were starting fights, playing ball and getting dirty, I was in my bedroom polishing the gold-tone mood rings I made my mother buy me at Kmart
  and listening to Barry Manilow, Tony Orlando and Dawn and, inexplicably, Odetta. I preferred albums to the more modern eight tracks. Albums came with sleeves which reminded me of
  clean underwear. Plus, the pictures were bigger, making it easier to see each follicle of Tony Orlandos shiny arm hair.


  I would have been an excellent member of the Brady Bunch. I would have been Shaun, the well-behaved blond boy who caused no trouble and helped Alice in the kitchen, then trimmed the split ends
  off Marcias hair. I would have not only washed Tiger, but then conditioned his fur. And I would have cautioned Jan against that tacky bracelet that caused the girls to lose the
  house-of-cards-building contest.


  My mother chain-smoked and wrote confessional poetry around the clock, taking breaks during the day to call her friends and read drafts of her latest poem. Occasionally she
  would ask for my opinion.


  Augusten, Ive been working on what I believe could be the poem that finally makes it into The New Yorker. I believe it could make me a very famous woman. Would you like to
  hear it?


  I turned away from the mirror on my closet door and set the hairbrush on my desk. I loved The New Yorker because it featured cartoons and ads. Maybe my mother would get her poem published
  right next to an ad for a Mercury Grand Marquis! Read it, read it, read it, I bounced.


  She led me into her study, took a seat at her desk and turned off her white Olympia typewriter. Then she quickly checked the cap on her bottle of Wite-Out before clearing her throat and lighting
  a More cigarette. I sat on the twin bed she had converted into a sofa with throw pillows and an Indian bedspread.


  Ready? she asked


  Okay.


  She crossed her legs, resting the side of her wrist on her knee as she leaned forward and read from the page. Childhood is over. My youth. And bonds with people I have loved are broken
  now. My grief ascends into the clouds. And those tears that fall from the sky build the land anew, even the dead climb from their graves to walk with me and sing. And I . . .


  She read for many pages, her voice perfectly modulated. She practiced reading her poems out loud into a microphone that she kept in the corner of the room on a stand. Sometimes, when she was
  visiting her friend Lydia or in the living room trimming her spider plants, I would borrow the microphone and stuff it down the front of my pants, examining myself from every angle in the
  mirror.


  When she was finished reading her poem, she looked up at me and said, Okay, now I need your honest reaction. Did it feel powerful to you? Emotionally charged?


  I knew that the only correct answer to this question was, Wow. That really does seem like something youd read in The New Yorker.


  She laughed, pleased. Really? Do you really think so? The New Yorker is very selective. They dont publish just anyone. She stood and began to pace in front of her
  desk.


  No, I really think they would publish this. All the stuff about your mother pushing you backwards into the heart-shaped goldfish pond in the backyard, the thing with your paralyzed
  sister, that was great.


  She lit another cigarette and inhaled deeply. Well, well see. I just got a rejection letter from The Virginia Quarterly. So that worries me. Of course, if The New
  Yorker did accept this poem, your grandmother would see it. I cant imagine what she would say. But I cant let her reaction stop me from publishing. Then she stopped pacing,
  placed one hand on her hip and brought the other one holding the cigarette to her lips. You know, Augusten. Your mother was meant to be a very famous woman.


  I know, I said. The idea that someday we might have our own stretch limousine parked in the driveway instead of that awful brown Dodge Aspen station wagon was so thrilling that I
  almost couldnt stop myself from screaming. You will be famous, I told her. I just know it. I also knew I wanted tinted windows and a mini-bar in the
  back.


  My father was otherwise occupied in his role of highly functional alcoholic professor of mathematics at the University of Massachusetts. He had psoriasis that covered his
  entire body and gave him the appearance of a dried mackerel that could stand upright and wear tweed. And he had the loving, affectionate and outgoing personality of petrified wood.


  Can we play checkers, I whined, while he sat at the kitchen table grading papers and drinking vodka from a tumbler.


  No, son. Ive got too much work to do.


  Later can we play checkers?


  My father continued to scan the page with his red pen, making a note in the margin. No, son. I told you, Ive got a lot of work to do and later Ill be tired. You go out and
  play with the dog.


  But Im sick of the dog. All she wants to do is sleep. Cant you play one game?


  Finally he looked at me. No, son, I cant. Ive got a lot of work to do, Im tired, and my knee is acting up.


  My father had a bad knee. Arthritis caused it to swell, so he would have to go to his doctor and have it drained with a needle. He limped and wore a constant pained expression on his face.
  I wish I could just sit in a wheelchair, he used to say. It would be so much easier to get around.


  The one activity my father and I did do together was take the garbage to the dump. Augusten, he called from downstairs in the basement. If you load the car up,
  Ill take you for a ride to the dump.


  I slipped on a mood ring and ran downstairs to the basement. He was wearing a red-and-black checkered field coat, hoisting two green plastic bags over his shoulders as he winced in pain.
  Make sure the top is closed, he warned. You dont want that bag breaking open and spilling garbage all over the floor. That would just be a nightmare to clean
  up.


  I dragged one of the bags across the floor toward the door.


  Jesus, son. Now, dont drag that bag. Youll tear the bottom and well have garbage all over the place. I just warned you about that.


  You said check the tops, I said.


  Yes, but it should go without saying that you cant drag a garbage bag across the floor.


  He was wrong. Id seen the commercials for Hefty garbage bags on TV. They wont break, I corrected him, dragging.


  Now, Augusten. Youve got to carry that bag. If you cant behave and carry that bag, I wont let you come to the dump.


  I sighed deeply and carried the bag outside to the Aspen, then returned to the basement for another. We tended to let garbage collect for weeks, so there were always at least twenty bags.


  When the car was filled, I squeezed into the front seat between my father and one of the trash bags. The sour smell of old milk cartons, egg shells and emptied ashtrays filled me with pleasure.
  My father, too, enjoyed the aroma. I rather like that smell, he commented as we made the six-mile trip to the public dump. I wouldnt mind living next to a landfill one
  bit.


  At the dump, my father and I opened the rear hatch of the station wagon and all of the doors. Perched on the ledge overlooking the pit where we threw the bags, the car looked poised for flight.
  Its doors were like wings and the grille in front seemed to be smiling. Here, I was free to pull out a bag, drag it across the ground and then hurl it out.


  Afterward, we drove past the gray cinder block recycling building where people left the remains of their broken baby strollers, rusty stoves and unwanted dollhouses.


  Please, can I take it home? I whined upon seeing a chrome coffee table with a chipped, smoked-glass top.


  No, were not taking any of that stuff home. You dont know where any of this garbage has been.


  But its still good. I knew I could hide the chip by fanning a display of magazines on the surface, like in a doctors office. And it certainly wouldnt be dirty
  after I polished it with Windex for three hours.


  No, son. Now stop touching that filthy thing and get back in the car. And dont touch your face now that youve got those coffee table germs all over your fingers.


  My mood ring went black. Why cant I have it? Why?


  My father sighed, exasperated. I told you, he said through clenched teeth, we dont know who that dirty thing belonged to. We just finished taking trash out of
  the house. We dont need to be bringing more trash in.


  I sat pressed against the unlocked door, miserable. It was my secret hope that the door would fly open on the highway and I would tumble from the car, rolling onto the highway where I would be
  crushed beneath the tires of the Barstow onion truck behind us. Then my father would be sorry he wouldnt let me have the coffee table.


  Unfortunately, my parents loathed each other and the life they had built together. Because I was the product of their genetic fusion, well, its not surprising I liked to
  boil my change on the stove and then shine it with metal polish.


  You infantile tyrant, my mother shouted from her position on the sofa, legs folded up beneath her. You goddamn bastard. Youd like nothing more than to see me slit my
  wrists. She absently twisted the tassel on her long crocheted vest.


  This was Creams cue and she tucked her tail between her legs and slipped from the room, heading downstairs to sleep next to the boiler.


  My fathers face grew red as he added a splash of tonic water to his glass. Deirdre, will you just settle down. Youre hysterical, just hysterical. Because he was a
  professor, he was in the habit of repeating himself.


  She stood up from the sofa and walked slowly across the white shag carpeting, as if finding her mark on a soundstage. Im hysterical? she asked in a smooth, low voice.
  You think this is hysterical? She laughed theatrically, throwing her head back. Oh, you poor bastard. You lousy excuse for a man. She stood next to him, leaning
  her back against the teak bookcase. Youre so repressed you mistake creative passion for hysterics. And dont you see? This is how youre killing me. She closed her
  eyes and made her Edith Piaf face.


  My father moved away from her. He brought the glass to his lips and took a deep swallow from his drink. Because hed been drinking all evening, his words were slightly blurry.
  Nobodys trying to kill you, Deirdre. Youre killing yourself.


  I wish youd rot in hell, she spat. I regret the day I ever married you.


  While they were fighting, I was sitting at the dining-room table fastening and unfastening the lobster claw clasp on the gold chain my mother had bought me in Amherst. I worried constantly that
  it would fall from my neck. And the only thing that reassured me was to test its dependability over and over again. I glanced up and said, Cant you two stop fighting? You
  always fight and I hate it.


  This is between me and your father, my mother said coldly.


  No its not, I shouted with surprising volume. Its not just between you because Im here too. And I cant stand it. All you ever do is scream
  at each other. Cant you just leave each other alone? Cant you try?


  My mother replied, Your father is the one who is making things difficult for us.


  Eventually, the fight moved next door to the kitchen, providing them with better lighting as well as potential weapons.


  Look at your damn face, my mother said. Youve got the face of a man twice your age. Thirty-seven years old going on eighty.


  My father was very drunk by now and the only way he could imagine restoring silence to the house was to stop my mother from breathing.


  Get your damn hands off of me, my mother screamed, struggling against my fathers hands, which had found their way around her neck.


  Shut the hell up, you bitch. His teeth were clenched.


  I had followed them into the kitchen, and was standing in the doorway in my Snoopy pajamas. Stop! I screamed. Stop this!


  In one motion, my mother shoved my drunk father, sending him reeling backward against the kitchen counter. His head hit the dishwasher on the way down and when he made contact with the kitchen
  floor, he didnt move. A small pool of blood began to form under his ear and I was sure he was dead.


  Hes not moving, I said, moving closer.


  This spineless bastard is only playing another one of his pitiful games. She nudged his bad knee with her red toe. Get up, Norman. Youre frightening Augusten. Enough
  of your pranks.


  My father eventually sat up, leaning his head back against the dishwasher.


  With disgust, my mother tore a Bounty paper towel from the roll and handed it to him. I should just let you bleed to death for terrifying our son like that.


  He pressed it against the side of his face to absorb the blood.


  Seeing that my father was still alive, I was now worried about my mother. Please dont hurt her, I said. Please dont kill her. The problem
  was, my fathers unemotional nature scared me. There was a difference between the calm expression of the man on a jar of Tasters Choice coffee and the blank expression my father wore.
  I was afraid he was, like my mother said, Bottled with rage, ready to snap.


  Again, I leaned forward. Please dont kill her.


  Your father isnt going to kill me, my mother said, switching on the front burner of the stove, pulling a More from her pack, and leaning over to light it on the heating
  coil. Hed rather suffocate me with his horribly oppressive manipulation and then wait for me to cut my own throat.


  Will you please just shut the hell up, Deirdre? my father said, weary and drunk.


  My mother smiled down at him, blowing smoke through her nostrils. I will please shut the hell up the day you please drop the hell dead.


  I was seized with panic. Are you going to cut your own throat? I asked her.


  She smiled and held out her arms. No, of course not. Thats just a figure of speech. She kissed the top of my head and scratched my back. Now, its nearly one in
  the morning; way past your bedtime. You need to go to sleep so you can be ready for school in the morning.


  I walked off to my room, where I selected an outfit for school and carefully arranged it on hangers at the front of the closet. I would wear my favorite polyester tan pants and a blue shirt with
  the vest cleverly sewn on. If only I had a pair of platform shoes the outfit would be complete.


  Still, knowing my clothes were ready gave me a sense of calm. I could control the sharpness of the crease in my double-knit slacks, even if I couldnt stop my mother from hurling
  the Christmas tree off the porch like she did one winter. I could polish my 14k gold-plated signet ring with a Q-tip until the gold plating wore off even if I couldnt stop my parents from
  throwing John Updike novels at each others heads.


  So I became consumed with making sure my jewelry was just as reflective as Donnie Osmonds and my hair was perfectly smooth, like plastic.


  Besides clothing and jewelry, there were two other things I valued in life: medical doctors and celebrities. I valued them for their white jackets and stretch limousines. I
  knew for sure that I wanted to be either a doctor or a celebrity when I grew up. The ideal would have been to play a doctor on a TV show.


  And this is where the fact that we lived in the woods surrounded by pine trees came in handy. Because in desperation, pine trees can become Panavision cameras. Their broken branches, boom mics.
  This allowed me to walk through the woods or down the dirt road we lived on, imagining that there was always a camera trained on my every move, zooming in close to capture my facial expression.


  When I looked up at a bird in the sky, I wondered how the light was falling on my face and if that branch was catching it just right.


  Mine was a delusional world filled with tall trees that held long lenses and followed me on dollies. A fallen branch in the woods was not a fallen branch; it was my mark.


  When I wasnt on the set throwing branches around with my bionic arm or doing a toothpaste commercial in front of a boulder, I was trying to trick my mother into taking me to
  the doctor.


  By the time I was ten, I was having weekly allergy shotseleven in each arm. I had persistent warts on my fingers that needed to be burned off and my throat was constantly sore due to the
  dust that I cupped into my hands and inhaled.


  A visit to the doctor meant exposure to those crisp, clean white jackets and the glint of a silver stethoscope around the neck. I was also aware that doctors got to park where they wanted and
  speed without getting tickets, both of which seemed the height of privilege when President Carter had made us all drive forty miles an hour and live in the dark.


  I had two doctors that I saw regularly. Dr. Lotier, who had long hairs sprouting from his nose and the backs of his hands, and a dignified Indian allergist named Dr. Nupal. Dr. Nupal drove a
  white Mercedes (I asked him) and smelled like freshly washed hands with subtle undertones of Aqua Velva.


  Just thinking of my doctors filled me with soothing images of overhead fluorescent lighting, shiny new needles and shoes so polished they inspired in me a sense of awe unequalled by anything
  except the dazzling sets of the Academy Award shows.


  And then there was Dr. Finch.


  As the mood in my home changed from one of mere hatred to one of potential double homicide, my parents sought help from a psychiatrist. Dr. Finch looked exactly like Santa Claus. He had a shock
  of thick white hair, a full white beard and eyebrows that resembled toothbrush bristles. Instead of wearing a red suit trimmed with white fur, he wore brown polyester slacks and a short-sleeved
  button-down white shirt. He did, however, sometimes wear a Santa hat.


  The first time I ever saw him he appeared at our house in the middle of the night, following an especially bad fight between my parents. As my mother hyperventilated on the sofa, smoking
  cigarette after cigarette, the doorbell rang. Oh, thank God, she said, quickly getting up from the couch to answer the door.


  He was carrying a balloon and there was a button on his jacket lapel that read, World Fathers Organization. He peered over my mothers shoulder and looked directly at
  me. Hello there.


  I moved back, unsure.


  Please, come in, my mother said, motioning him inside. Ive just been a frantic wreck waiting for you to get here.


  The doctor said, Its okay now, Deirdre. Then he reached in his pocket and handed me a button, identical to the one on his lapel. Would you like one of these? As a
  gift?


  Thanks, I said, taking the button and inspecting it.


  Then he reached in his pocket again and withdrew a handful of balloons. And these, he said.


  Okay, I said again. The colorful balloons seemed out of context, given my mothers mood, but I liked them anyway. I could blow them up, tie them into a bunch and then attach
  them to Creams collar or tail.


  The doctor turned to my mother. Wheres Norman?


  She bit the nail of her thumb, her brow creased with worry. Shed gnawed off all the polish and the nail itself was chewed down to the quick. Hes downstairs.
  Drunk.


  I see, he said, removing his heavy black coat and draping it over the chair in the front hall.


  I was afraid for my life tonight, she said. I thought for sure he was going to kill me. That this would finally be the night.


  Earlier in the evening, my parents had been screaming at each other. The screaming escalated until my father was chasing my mother through the house with a Danish fondue pot held high above his
  head.


  My mother began to calm down now that the doctor was here. Would you like a Sanka? she offered.


  He asked for a bologna sandwich with horseradish.


  And then he looked at me and winked. Dont worry about your parents, buckaroo. Well get this all sorted out.


  I just pray to God that Norman doesnt snap. One of these days hes going to snap and kill us all, my mother said as she busied herself in the kitchen making a sandwich
  for the doctor.


  Enough, Finch said loudly. Thats not the way to talk around your son. You need to comfort him, not frighten him.


  My mother said, Thats right, I know. Im sorry. Augusten, Im just very upset right now. The doctor and I need to speak. Then she turned to him and lowered her
  voice. But I am worried, Doctor. I do believe our lives are in danger.


  May I have one of those? he asked, pointing to a hot dog he glimpsed as my mother opened the refrigerator door to put away the lettuce.


  She look puzzled. Oh. Would you like a hot dog instead of the sandwich I just made?


  He reached into the refrigerator, sliding the raw Oscar Mayer wiener from the pack. He took a bite. No, just like this. As an appetizer. He smiled, causing the white whiskers of
  his mustache to twitch as he chewed.


  I liked him. And with his jolly, red-faced cheeks and his easy smile, he really did seem like Santa. Although it was difficult to imagine him being able to fit down a chimney, it was just as
  hard to imagine him wearing a white jacket. He certainly didnt seem like a real doctor, the kind of doctor I worshiped. He seemed like he should be in a department store letting kids pee on
  his lap and whisper brand-name bicycles in his ear.


  As my mother saw more and more of Dr. Finch over the year, I needed to be reminded constantly that he was a real doctor. An M.D. doctor? I would ask my
  mother.


  Yes, she would say with exasperation, an M.D. doctor. And as Ive told you a hundred times, he earned his M.D. at Yale.


  Id even asked her how she found him, imagining her riffling through our outdated Yellow Pages or reading restroom stall walls. Your own doctor, Dr. Lotier, referred me, was
  her tidy reply.


  But still I was suspicious. Instead of being gloriously clinical and sanitized, his office was a hodgepodge of rooms on the top floor of an office building in Northampton. The waiting room had
  pale yellow paint on the walls that was peeling off in sheets, cracked rattan furniture, and an old gray metal file cabinet on top of which was a Mr. Coffee. There were posters of rainbows and
  balloons on the wall. A thick blanket of dust covered everything. Then there was a middle room that was used for storage of boxes and decade-old magazines. And then an even more inner room where
  the doctor saw his patients. You had to go through two doors, one right after the other, to get to that inner room. I liked these double doors and wished I had them in my room at home.


  Like Santa, Dr. Finch gave me presents. It wasnt uncommon for him to hand me a glass paperweight etched with the name and logo of a prescription drug. Or a five-dollar bill that I could
  spend downstairs at the drugstore, which still had a soda fountain. And there was a certain glint in his eye that seemed to promise more, later. It was always as if he had one hand behind his back,
  something hidden up his sleeve.


  Every Saturday, I rode in the brown Dodge Aspen with my parents to Northampton. We would sit in complete silence and my parents would chain-smoke the whole way. Occasionally my mother would
  comment that there was a smell like manure emanating from my fathers ears. And sometimes he would tell her that she was a fucking bitch. Other than that, not a word was spoken.


  They took turns with the doctor. First my father would go in. Then my mother. Then the two of them together. The entire process took all of Saturday and we would usually drive through
  McDonalds on the way home, my parents ordering nothing and me ordering two of everything and the two of them watching me eat and saying, Dont choke, youre eating much
  too fast.


  While they were in with Dr. Finch, I would sit on the rattan love seat and talk to the doctors receptionist, Hope. She had high cheekbones that made her look like an Indian princess and
  incredibly thick, long, straight black hair that she sometimes wore pulled into a ponytail and secured with a leather butterfly barrette. She favored trim black wool slacks and knit tops, even in
  the summer. She always had on some interesting piece of jewelryan elephant pin, ladybug earrings, a silver bracelet made of two dogs chasing each others tails.


  Do you have a white cap? I asked her.


  She smiled. What do you mean, a white cap? You mean like a sailors cap?


  No, I said. I mean like a regular doctors office receptionist. At the hospital I go to in Springfield for shots, they all wear white caps like the nurses.


  Hope laughed. Oh, God. Im not that kind of receptionist. Were a lot more casual here, cant you tell? She reached across her desk and straightened the snow
  globe.


  Do you like working for him? I asked. Maybe I could pry her for details.


  I love working for Dad.


  Hes your father?


  Didnt you know that?


  No.


  Hope got up from behind her desk and came to sit next to me on the sofa. Yeah, Dr. Finch is my father. Thats why I work here. I wouldnt work for just any doctor.


  I couldnt imagine working for my father. We could barely take care of the garbage together. Do you have any brothers or sisters?


  Hope laughed again. You could say that. Then she looked up, stuck out her left hand and began counting them off. Theres Kate, me, Anne, Jeff, Vickie and Natalie.
  Were Dad and Agness biological children. Plus Dads adopted son, Neil Bookman. So thats seven of us.


  Instantly, I was consumed with envy. And you all live together?


  Not quite. My sister Kate lives around the corner with her daughter and so does my sister Anne and her son. Jeff lives in Boston. Vickie lives with some friends. But Natalie is there a
  lot. I live there. Plus, we have a dog and a cat. And of course Mom and Dad. Theres always someone over at Sixty-seven.


  Whats Sixty-seven?


  Sixty-seven Perry Street. Thats where we live. You should come by sometime with your parents. Youd have a lot of fun there.


  I had to admit, the idea of seeing a real doctors house was nothing less than thrilling. I imagined walls hung with exotic and expensive tapestries, polished marble floors, columns that
  stretched for hundreds of feet. I saw water fountains out front with hedges trimmed into the shapes of zoo animals.


  Hey, do you want a Coke? Hope asked.


  Okay.


  Hope got her pocketbook from under her desk. She pulled out her wallet and handed me a five-dollar bill. Ill buy them if you run downstairs and down the street to
  OBrians drugstore to get them. You can even get yourself a candy bar.


  When I returned, Hope was sitting behind her desk, typing on a page shed inserted into her black manual typewriter. Weve got to stay on top of these insurance forms,
  she said, if we ever want to get paid. Its a lot of work running a doctors office.


  I felt guilty that Id taken so much of her time, that I had been keeping her from doing her job. Im sorry, I said. I didnt mean to bother you so much,
  asking you all these questions. I set the paper bag with the Cokes on her desk and handed her the change.


  Dont be crazy, she said. Youre not a bother. Jeepers, Id much rather talk to you than fill out those dumb insurance forms. Then she pulled the
  paper from the carriage and set it on her desk. She reached into the bag for one of the Cokes and popped the top. I can always do that stuff later.


  The phone rang and Hope answered, using a voice so smooth and professional, youd think she was wearing a white nurses cap. Dr. Finchs office, she said. She
  listened for a moment. Im sorry, the doctor is in with a patient right now. Shall I have him return your call? She winked at me.


  As we sat on the sofa drinking the Cokes, Hope asked me about my own family. Whats it like living at your house?


  I dont know, I said. I like to hang out in my room and do stuff there.


  I like your ring, she said, pointing to my pinkie.


  Thanks. Its from Mexico. Its real silver.


  Its very nice.


  Thanks.


  I have one almost just like that.


  You do?


  Mmm hmm, she said. Then she showed me the ring on her left hand. See?


  It was almost exactly like mine, except not very shiny. You want me to polish it for you?


  You could do that?


  Sure.


  She slid the ring off her finger and handed it to me. Here you go then. You can bring it to me next time your parents come to see Dad.


  I had only meant that I could polish it with my shirt. You mean you want me to take it and polish it?


  Well, sure.


  Okay. I slipped the ring into my front pocket.


  Hope smiled at me. I cant wait for it to be as new and shiny looking as yours.


  As time went on, my parents relationship became worse, not better. My father grew more hostile and remote, taking a particular liking to metallic objects with serrated
  edges. And my mother began to go crazy.


  Not crazy in a lets paint the kitchen bright red! sort of way. But crazy in a gas oven, toothpaste sandwich, I am God sort of way. Gone were the days when she would stand on
  the deck lighting lemon-scented candles without then having to eat the wax.


  Gone, too, were the once-a-week therapy sessions. My mother began seeing Dr. Finch nearly every day.


  My parents divorce was explosive. But as with all things that explode, a clean, flattened area was created. I could see the horizon now. The fights between my parents would be over
  because they werent speaking; the tension in the house would be eased because there was no house. The canvas was now clean.


  Now, my mother and I would be on our own, like in the movie Alice Doesnt Live Here Anymore or my favorite show, One Day at a Time.


  She would get better in our new Amherst apartment. I would go to my new elementary school, then junior high, then high school, then Princeton and become a doctor or the star of my own highly
  rated variety show.


  And our dog, Cream? She refused to move. We took her to Amherst with us, but she ran all the way back to Leverett to the old house. The new people who lived there said theyd take care of
  her. So even she would get a new life.


  Life would be fabric-softener, tuna-salad-on-white, PTA-meeting normal.


  



  THE MASTURBATORIUM


  DR. FINCH LEANED BACK IN HIS RATTAN SWIVEL CHAIR AND folded his arms behind his head. My mother sat
  across from him on the floral love seat and I sat in the armchair between them. My mothers razor-stubbled legs were tightly crossed. She wore leather sandals with thin straps and tapped her
  foot in the air nervously. She lit her third More.


  I was twelve but felt at least fourteen, my parents had been divorced for over a year and my mother was seeing Dr. Finch constantly. Not just every day, but for hours every day.
  And if not in person, certainly on the phone. Sometimes, like now, I would get sucked into one of their sessions. My mother felt it was important that the doctor and I get to know each other. She
  felt that maybe he could help me with my school troubles. The trouble being that I refused to go and she felt powerless to force me. I think it may have also distantly bothered her that I
  didnt have any friends my age. Or any age, really.


  The two friends I had when we lived in the country werent my friends anymore. My mother had angered their mothers. So they werent allowed to hang around with me. I was never
  quite sure what my mother did to piss those mothers off. But knowing my mother, it could have been anything. As a result, I was isolated and spent all my time gazing out the window of our rented
  apartment and dreaming of the day when I turned thirty. Except when I was sitting in Dr. Fs office.


  As spiritually evolved as I may indeed be, Dr. Finch said, eyes twinkling with playfulness, Im still a human being. A male human being. I am still very much a
  man.


  My mother blew a cloud of smoke over her head. You are a goddamn sonofabitch, she said. She used her teasing voice, as opposed to her disturbing lets go to the mall in
  blackface voice.


  Finch laughed, his face reddening.


  That may be, he continued. Men are sons of bitches. That would make you a sonofabitch, Augusten. He looked over at me.


  And you a bitch, he said to my mother.


  Im the biggest bitch in the world, my mother said, crushing her cigarette out in the soil of the potted jade plant on the coffee table.


  Thats very healthy, Finch said. You need to be a bitch.


  My mothers face tightened with pride and she raised her chin slightly. Doctor, if being a bitch is healthy, then I am the healthiest damn woman on the face of the earth.


  Finch exploded in laughter, slapping his thighs.


  I failed to see the humor in the situation. As far as I was concerned, my mother was a bitch, period. She was a rare psychotic-confessional-poet strain of salmonella.


  Do you actually use it? I said, changing the subject from my mother and back to what we were talking about, namely the room in the rear of the office.


  Finch turned to me. Absolutely. As I was saying, I am a man and I have needs.


  I tried to understand. Do you use it, when? Between patients?


  Finch laughed again. Between patients. After patients. Sometimes if a patient is particularly tedious, I will excuse myself to the Masturbatorium. He picked up a copy of The New
  York Times from the low glass-topped rattan table in front of his chair. This morning I have been reading about Golda Meier. An incredible woman. Highly evolved. Spiritually, she is the
  woman who should be my wife. His face flushed slightly and he adjusted his belt buckle. So reading about her, well, it always has a powerful effect on my libido. Just five minutes
  before you came in here I was admiring her picture in the paper. As a result, I will need to relieve myself after the two of you leave.


  I looked at the closed door, could picture the ratty couch in the room behind it; the bookcases filled with drug samples; the ancient copies of The New England Journal of Medicine. I
  could picture the Penthouse magazines, columns of them, next to the sofa. The thought of fat Dr. Finch ditching a patient to go jerk off in the back room while he looked at pictures of
  airbrushed vaginasor worse, Golda Meierwas disturbing.


  Would you like a tour? he asked.


  Of what? I said.


  My mother coughed.


  Of the Masturbatorium, of course, he roared.


  I rolled my eyes. I did sort of want a tour, but it seemed sick to actually be excited. I looked at the poster of Einstein on the wall behind his head. It read: Boredom is an affliction of
  youth. No, Im bored. I have to go.


  Well, alright. But its your loss, he said. You dont know what youre missing.


  Actually, I did know because Hope had already shown me the room months ago. Although it seemed like I probably shouldnt let him know Id seen it already. Okay, lets go
  on a tour.


  With great effort, he rose from his chair.


  May I bring my cigarette into your Masturbatorium, or do I need to put it out? my mother asked.


  Smoking is a great privilege in my sanctuary. But for you, Deirdre, I will allow it.


  My mother bowed. Thank you.


  But opening the door to the Masturbatorium revealed a surprise. Hope had left her post as receptionist and was napping on the seedy couch.


  What is this? Finch bellowed. Hope! he boomed.


  Hope startled awake. Jesus, Dad. You scared the shit out of me. She blinked against the light. Oh my God, whats the matter with you?


  Finch was furious. Hope, you have no business being in here. This is my Masturbatorium and youre using my blanket. He pointed at the colorful crocheted throw Hope had
  wrapped around herself.


  The tassels along the edge were stuck together.


  Dad, I was just taking a nap.


  This is not the place for naps, he bellowed.


  My mother turned around to leave. I think Ill get a fresh cup of Sanka.


  Wait a minute, Deirdre, Finch said.


  My mother froze. Yes?


  Do you see how Hopes behavior is wrong? he asked.


  My mother brought her cigarette to her mouth. Well, I really dont know.


  Hope sat up on the couch.


  Deirdre, answer me, Finch demanded. Do you see how Hopes sneaking in here and invading my private space is wrong?


  After a moment of thinking about it, my mother said, Well, I can understand not liking ones space invaded. I can understand how it would be upsetting to have somebody messing with
  your things without asking.


  Then confront her! Finch directed.


  I stood back, not wanting to get sucked in.


  Well, I . . .


  Deirdre, speak up! Tell Hope what you feel.


  My mother looked at Hope as if to say, What can I do? Then she said, Hope, I dont think its right for you to disturb your fathers space without asking.


  This is none of your business, Deirdre, Hope said. Her eyes were squinty with anger.


  My mother took another drag from her cigarette and tried to leave again. I really think Ill just get another cup of Sanka.


  Finch grabbed her arm. Just a minute there, Deirdre. Are you going to let Hope walk all over you like that? Jesus Christ, Deirdre. Are you going to be Hopes doormat?


  My mother turned sharply to Finch. Im not Hopes goddamned doormat, Finch. This just isnt any of my business; shes right. Its between you and your
  daughter.


  Bullshit! Finch shouted. Thats just pure evasive bullshit.


  It most certainly is not, my mother said. She tossed her cigarette on the floor and mashed it out with the toe of her sandal. I am not getting in the middle of this.
  She brushed imaginary lint off the front of her black turtleneck.


  Hope said, Dad, youre overreacting. Leave Deirdre out of this. Its between you and me.


  You, he said, pointing at her, stay the hell out of this.


  Hope shrunk against the back of the sofa.


  What do you think, young man? he said, looking to me.


  I think youre all crazy, I said.


  Thats the spirit! he said, with a chuckle. Then he turned to Hope. Go back and mind the telephones, make fresh coffee. Do your job like a responsible woman. Just
  because youre my daughter doesnt mean you can take advantage of me, sleeping all day long.


  Hope got up off the sofa. Come on, Augusten, she said, leading me out into the front room.


  What was that all about? I said, once Hope was sitting behind her receptionists desk. I leaned against the window ledge and looked out at the traffic eight stories
  below.


  Dads just trying to help your mom, she said. Hes not really angry with me.


  It seemed like he was pretty angry with you.


  Nah. Hes just trying to help your mother get in touch with her anger. Your mother represses her anger and it makes her very sick.


  The office was stuffy, hot. There was a fan in the window that was blowing out. I wanted to turn it so it blew into the room, but Hope insisted that it was better to blow the hot air out of the
  room, as opposed to sucking the warm air in. I hate my life, I said.


  No you dont, Hope said, absently stacking a pile of insurance forms on her desk. She reached for the Wite-Out.


  I do. Its so stupid and pathetic.


  Youre a teenager. Youre supposed to feel your life is stupid and pathetic.


  I walked over to the small table next to the sofa and made myself a cup of hot water with Cremora. My mother would be in there for hours. Why arent you married?


  Hope gently brushed Wite-Out onto one of the forms. She answered without looking up. Because I havent met a guy thats as great as my dad.


  What do you mean by that? I said.


  Hope held the page up to the light and checked her work. I mean that most guys are jerks. I havent met one yet thats as emotionally and spiritually evolved as my father.
  Im holding out.


  How old are you? I asked her. Hope and I were becoming friends. I thought that even if her father wasnt a psychiatrist and even if my mother wasnt seeing him
  constantly, wed still be friends.


  Im twenty-eight, she answered. She blew on the page.


  Oh.


  For a while, we just sat in silence; me drinking my Cremora and Hope painting insurance forms with Wite-Out. Then I said, He doesnt really use that room for . . .


  Hmmm? she said, glancing up.


  Your father. That room of his. He doesnt really . . . its not his Masturbatorium, is it?


  Hope shrugged. Probably, yeah.


  Thats so disgusting, I said.


  Whats disgusting about it? Dont you masturbate?


  Huh?


  I said, dont you masturbate? She looked at me with her head tilted slightly to the side, waiting for my answer. As if shed merely asked me the time.


  Well, its different. Its not . . . I dont know.


  How is it different? She was strangely intense.


  Im not a doctor.


  What? You dont think doctors masturbate?


  Thats not what I mean. I just mean, its weird to have a room. You know, a Masturbatorium or whatever.


  I dont think its so weird, Hope shrugged.


  So youre not married because youre waiting for a guy with a Masturbatorium? I asked.


  Very funny.


  I tried to recall if I shook his hand when I saw him. I couldnt remember so I said, Nature calls, and excused myself to the bathroom to scrub my hands in scalding hot
  water.
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