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Name: Adrienne Haus

Assignment: Summer Essay

Instructor: Ms. Radcliffe

Class: English 11 Advanced Placement

Thesis statement: Book clubs can kill you. (This essay ends with a person drowning. It turns out you don’t need much water for a person to drown.)

Essay options: Check A or B. Whichever you choose, you must include a bibliography and demonstrate—in your own words—an understanding of at least twenty literary terms listed on the English 11 AP website.

[  ] Option A: argument and analysis

[X] Option B: creative narrative. For example, how have the books you chose to read for this assignment affected you?

Please explain your project in the space below.

I was planning to choose option A because I thought it would be easier. But that was before I dragged myself through the gates of the West New Hope Community Swim Club, before the monster in the closet and the hermaphrodite sex scene and the stolen pills and the revolving blue and red lights of the ambulance and the crazy woman who locked herself away in a yellow room.

I want to apologize for some of the things you’ll read in this essay: they might not be appropriate for the assignment. In The Left Hand of Darkness Genly says, “I’ll make my report as if I told a story.” That’s what I’m going to do. And I’ll explain how the books affected me—because whoever I was at the beginning of the summer, I am not that person anymore.
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1. SETTING: The place where the author puts the characters. It’s like setting a table, except that instead of using plates and silverware, you’re using people.

On our first day of membership in what CeeCee would later call the Unbearable Book Club, I was sitting in a plastic lounge chair at the West New Hope, Delaware, community pool, reading a dog-eared copy of “The Yellow Wallpaper.” According to the thermometer on the lifeguard stand, it was ninety-seven degrees. My hands were sweating so much they left stains on the pages.

CeeCee paused by the empty recliner next to mine. She was wearing a white crocheted bikini and dark sunglasses, and I saw a copy of “The Yellow Wallpaper” sticking out of her polka-dot bag. CeeCee’s thighs didn’t touch at the top, I noticed. We weren’t friends.

“Don’t you think we’re too old for this?” she asked.

I wasn’t sure she was talking to me: I wasn’t the sort of person CeeCee Christiansen usually talked to. The two of us chatting? It was like a dolphin hanging out with a squirrel. “It wasn’t my idea,” I said as a river of sweat worked its way down my spine. “I think our mothers set it up. They were in a yoga class together.”

CeeCee didn’t glance in my direction. She unpony-tailed her long blond hair and let it fall toward the ground like a satin curtain. “Believe me,” she said. “It wasn’t my mother’s idea. She doesn’t have the imagination.”

“Good to know.” I wiped my hands on my towel.

Twenty feet from the edges of our chairs, across a stretch of cement too hot to stand on, the pool flashed and glittered, a turquoise rectangle full of multicolored bodies leaping in and out of the water like flying fish.

CeeCee was staring at one of the lifeguards, who was staring back at her and twirling his whistle around his finger on a string: three twirls to the right, three to the left. She had apparently finished talking to me, so I picked up my book.

“You’re actually reading it.” She sat down and took the cap off a bottle of sunblock. When I turned toward her she smiled a closed-lipped smile, making me think of an alligator sunning itself on a riverbank.

“That’s the assignment,” I said. “We have to read ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ and four other books.”

“And learn a list of literary terms and write an essay,” CeeCee said. “This teacher’s insane. No one else assigns that kind of homework during the summer. I don’t care if it is AP.”

I squeegeed the sweat from my eyebrows with an index finger. I didn’t mind doing the reading—whatever I read would be more interesting than my day-to-day life—but I wasn’t looking forward to the essay. Most of the papers I wrote for school came back with suggestions in the margins about how my ideas could be organized. “I can’t find an argument here,” my tenth-grade history teacher had said.

“So you’re not going to read the books?” I asked CeeCee. I didn’t know Ms. Radcliffe yet, but she had a reputation for being stern and precise. I imagined her snapping a steel-edged ruler on my desk.

“It doesn’t matter if you read them.” CeeCee squirted a white ribbon of lotion onto her stomach. “Most of the books we read for school are crap. I usually just read the summary online, or I read the first couple of pages and then skip to the end.” She glanced at my copy of “The Yellow Wallpaper.” “You’re planning to read the whole thing?”

“I think that’s the point of a book,” I said. “You start at the beginning and you read to the end.” I hadn’t learned how to read until halfway through first grade, and I still felt grateful to my teacher, Ms. Hampl, who had knelt by my desk one afternoon and smoothed her finger across the parallel rows of two-dimensional black marks in my book—and as if she had opened a hidden door, I felt the patterned surface break and give way, and the words let me in. I still loved opening a book and feeling like I was physically entering the page, the ordinary world fizzing and blurring around the edges until it disappeared.

“You don’t have to take Advanced Placement,” I pointed out.

“Right. Only the helpless take regular English.” CeeCee squeezed some lotion onto her arms, which were thin and hairless. “AP classes have two kinds of kids in them: the kids who are smart, and the kids who don’t want to spend the year in a room full of losers. Do you have a four-oh?”

“A four-oh grade average? No.” I wasn’t sure what my average was. Teachers often referred to me as a student with “a lot of potential.” This meant they expected me to be smart; but in fact my mind was often packing a mental suitcase and wandering off on its own. I sometimes pictured all the things I had learned during the previous week at school jumping into brightly painted railroad cars and disappearing into the distance on a speeding train.

CeeCee scanned the perimeter of the pool, presumably for more-worthwhile people to talk to. The pickings were slim. “So what’s your deal?” she asked. “I don’t really know you. Who are you supposed to be?”

Who was I supposed to be? I was Adrienne Haus. I was fifteen. I lived in West New Hope with my mother, who had signed me up for a summer book club. Now I was reading—or trying to read—a book at the pool.

CeeCee recapped her lotion. “Are you a religious freak?” she asked.

“No.”

“A shoplifter?”

“No.”

“A partier?”

“No.” I was waiting for her to come up with something else. “Are those my only choices?”

“Those are three of them.” She picked up her cell phone and frowned at its screen. “You’d look better if you parted your hair on the other side. Why do you have that thing on your leg?”

One of the lifeguards, his calves dangling like dark, hairy fruit from the perch of his chair, blew his whistle at a cluster of boys who were holding each other’s heads underwater.

“It’s a knee brace,” I said.

“Can’t you take it off?” CeeCee asked. “It’s going to stink.”

“I don’t think it stinks.” I sniffed at the thick black cloth on my leg, then gently unfastened its Velcro straps and looked at my knee: it was swollen and fleshy, like an unidentified vegetable discovered at the bottom of a bin. “I fractured my kneecap,” I said, talking more to myself than to CeeCee. “And tore my ACL. I’m supposed to exercise my leg in the water.”

I expected CeeCee to be disgusted by the sight of my scar—a pink wrinkled worm—but she lifted her sunglasses and leaned toward me for a better look.

“You probably heard about it at school,” I said. “An ambulance came for me after lunch.” I explained to CeeCee that about a week before the end of the school year, I had tripped over nothing in a crowded stairwell, and even before my knee hit the metal riser I understood that the six-week canoe trip I had signed up for with my best friend, Liz, was going to happen without me and I would be stuck in West New Hope, alone. “Liz left last weekend,” I said. “I saved four hundred dollars toward that trip.” Liz was probably paddling across the Canadian border on her way to being friends with someone else. “Anyway,” I said. “You probably knew most of that already.”

“Actually, no,” CeeCee said. “I know nothing about you. You’re like an Etch A Sketch to me. Or a dry-erase board. You know: blank.”

“Thanks,” I said.

She crossed her legs and waved halfheartedly to someone on the other side of the diving board. “It is a coincidence, though,” she said. “I’m not supposed to be here, either. I should be in France. My sister’s studying there, for the year. But my parents canceled my trip because I dented their car. One of their cars. They got all freaked out because I don’t have a license.”

“You have a permit?” I asked.

A little boy wearing dinosaur swim trunks paused by our chairs.

“Not yet. Anyway, as punishment,” CeeCee said, “because I was such an ‘irresponsible girl,’ the parentals signed me up for summer school. Apparently, sitting in an unair-conditioned classroom with Monsieur Crowne every day for six weeks is the perfect way to learn French. It’s much better than spending the summer in Paris. I don’t like little kids,” she said to the boy in the dinosaur trunks. He wandered away.

With her phone, CeeCee took a picture of her painted toenails in front of the pool. “When I think about being stuck in West New Hope in a literary play group with my mother I want to scoop my eyeballs out with a spoon,” she said. “This town is hell during the summer. There’s nobody here.”

I knew what she meant. The only things to do in town involved the pool and a Softee Freeze and a decrepit mini-putt and a handful of unpopular stores in the badly spelled Towne Centre. The joke about West New Hope was that there was no East New Hope, and there was No Hope. We lived in a flat, oversized suburb west of nothing, a dot on the map in a state people drove through to get somewhere else.

Besides, most of the people our age who had hung around during previous summers had gotten jobs (all of which were taken by the time I applied, with my leg in a brace), or had left town to do something fulfilling and educational: they were working in orphanages or curing diseases or preventing war. My plan for the summer? Relax, read, and spend some unstructured leisure time not being at school.

I looked around the pool for people over the age of twelve and under thirty. “There’s Jill D’Amato. She’s in our book club.” I pointed. Past the lifeguard stand and the shuffleboard court and the baby pool, between the men’s and women’s locker rooms (a series of dripping cinder-block caverns that always smelled of Band-Aids and feet), Jill was working the snack bar. She sat in a folding chair under an awning, selling Italian water ice and soda and chips and ice cream. When I’d walked past her earlier, she was reading an SAT prep book and a thesaurus. Jill’s mother had also attended the infamous yoga class that spawned the idea of the mother-daughter book club of No Hope, DE.

“Oh, good God,” CeeCee said. “I know that girl. She was in choir with me last year. She likes country music. And she’s sitting there studying. Bizarre. Is she a friend of yours?”

“Not really.”

Jill looked up as if she had heard us.

“So who do you usually hang out with?” CeeCee asked.

“Usually … Liz,” I said, adjusting the top of my bathing suit, which appeared to be losing its elastic. “Liz Zerendow. But she’s—”

“Gone for the summer,” CeeCee finished. “I already heard.”

I didn’t bother to ask her who she was friends with because the answer was obvious: the ruling class of glamorous despots who floated like rare and colorful aquatic creatures through the toxic fishbowl that was our school. My general goal—and it appeared to have succeeded—was to remain forever undetectable to their radar.

CeeCee seemed to have temporarily run out of questions. I leaned back in my chair. The heat was barbaric. The sky, cloudless and flat, was pressing down on us like a steam iron. I shut my eyes and slipped into a coma for a little while, dreaming about Liz paddling away in a silver canoe on a strand of blue water.

I woke up when the lifeguards blared their whistles. They called for a buddy check—CeeCee lightly touched my wrist and said “Check”—followed by fifteen minutes of adult swim.

I rubbed my eyes and sat up and found my place in “The Yellow Wallpaper.” The story was strange, but I liked it. It was about a woman who was depressed and whose husband thought she would feel better if they rented a house in the middle of nowhere so she could spend all her time doing nothing in a yellow room.


I am glad my case is not serious! But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing. John does not know how much I really suffer.



“Are you ignoring me?” CeeCee asked. “I said, why did you agree?”

“Why did I agree to what?” I tugged at my bathing suit again. Bathing suits never seemed to look good on me. My body was thick in the middle, almost cylindrical. The word trunk—as in trees and elephants—often sprang unfortunately to mind.

“Why did you agree to be in the book club?” CeeCee watched me struggle with my bathing suit. “You said it wasn’t your idea.”

I noticed the waterfall of her hair and the silver rings on three of her fingers and her hip bones poking out on either side of the perfect flat plane of her golden stomach. “I burned our house down,” I said. “I had a choice between book club and jail.”

CeeCee turned her head slowly and looked straight at me for the first time. “That was funny,” she said. “Unless you think you’re making fun of me.”

I went back to my book.


Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am able—to dress and entertain, and order things.



“I wouldn’t mind as much if it was a father-daughter book club,” CeeCee said. “Fathers aren’t as annoying.” She popped the top on a can of soda. “Are your parentals fairly normal?”

“I just have a mom,” I said, still looking at my book. “I don’t have a dad.”

“Cool. He’s dead?” CeeCee sipped from her drink.

“No. He’s just not around.”

“So he ran off? Is he a deadbeat?”

“I never met him. He’s not … part of the picture.” I went back to the yellow room and the gate at the stairs and the bars on the windows.


John has cautioned me not to give way to fancy in the least. He says that with my imaginative power and habit of story-making, a nervous weakness like mine is sure to lead to all manner of excited fancies—



“I bet you think about him subconsciously.”

“What?” The noise and splashing and heat and commotion filtered into my brain; I pulled the book closer.


He says that with my imaginative power and habit of story-making, a nervous weakness like mine—



“That’s probably why you couldn’t answer my question.”


… a nervous weakness like mine is sure to lead to—



CeeCee pressed her icy can of soda against my arm. The yellow room fizzled and disappeared. “What question?” I asked.

“About what kind of person you are,” she said. “You couldn’t tell me and now I’m curious. You couldn’t even describe yourself. Don’t you think that’s”—she glanced at my knee—“lame?”

“Why are you talking to me?” I asked.

CeeCee tipped back her head and finished her soda. “This chair was empty. I saw the book in your hands. You could say that literature brought us together. Also, I felt like messing with your head.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re extremely welcome,” she said, and for the first time since she had sat down, I didn’t dislike her.

Another blast from the whistle. Adult swim was over. CeeCee stood up and stretched. “Time to get in the water. Are you coming?”

I told her I’d rather stay in my chair and finish the book. “There are too many people in the pool right now.”

“There are always too many people in the pool,” CeeCee said. She tied her hair into a perfect golden knot. “The water’s just a big tub of chlorine full of skin flakes and gobs of hair and snot and bacteria. But you can’t let that stop you.”

I hesitated. “I don’t want anyone bumping into me,” I said. “My leg’s really sore.”

CeeCee was poised at the lip of the pool. “You said you’re supposed to be exercising. I’ll run interference for you.” She hopped in, holding her elbows above the surface. The water was full of little kids diving for pennies and swimming through each other’s legs. She turned to face me. “Jump to Mommy.”

Different moments in my life remind me of books. Looking at CeeCee holding her arms out in front of her, I thought about Heidi coaxing Clara to walk. I limped to the stairs and took hold of the handrail. Two little boys came churning toward me, thrashing their limbs.

CeeCee grabbed the nearer kid by the ankle. “Out of my way,” she said, “or I crush you.” She turned him around and launched him like a boat in the other direction. “Let’s go, Grandma.” I walked down the stairs, the water a cool blue bandage against my leg.

Liz was probably swimming in a lake somewhere. She was taking AP English, too. She was planning to read the books in the tent the two of us were supposed to have shared. She would probably write the entire essay in an afternoon—Liz was a model of efficiency—when she got back.

“Why is that strange little person staring at you?” CeeCee asked. She created a narrow lane at the edge of the pool, where I paced back and forth.

“What strange little person?” I wiped the chlorine out of my eyes. Behind our recliners, on the other side of the diamond-chain-link fence, was a scrawny girl wearing oversized shorts and a shirt and sneakers.

“That’s Wallis,” I said. She was the final daughter in the mother-daughter book club. Unlike CeeCee and Jill and me, Wallis had apparently found out about the group and asked to be included.

“Is she … in special ed?” CeeCee asked.

“No. She skipped a grade,” I said. “It might have been two.”

“Unsettling. Why is she outside the fence?” CeeCee shaded her eyes. “It’s a hundred degrees. And isn’t Wallace a guy’s name?”

“No, it’s spelled W-A-L-L-I-S,” I said. “She was in my history class last term. She moved here in January and made a speech on her first day, telling everyone in the room that she was named for the woman who was supposed to be the queen of England.”

“Do you mean Elizabeth?”

“No. Elizabeth is the queen,” I said.

Wallis had turned away from us and was shuffling through the uncut grass between the parking lot and the locker rooms. She had a book with her. I didn’t have to see its cover to know what it was: “The Yellow Wallpaper.”

CeeCee stiff-armed a little girl wearing orange floaters out of our way.

“Do you want me to tell you what the book’s about?” I asked.

CeeCee shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.”

I paused at the edge of the pool, where a filter was sucking and spitting out water like a plastic mouth. “It’s set about a hundred years ago,” I said. “The main character, the protagonist, is a wealthy woman who’s depressed. She has a baby, and—”

“Did you say ‘protagonist’?” CeeCee asked. “Are you deliberately using the words on that literary terms list?”

I noticed that Jill, beneath the awning above the snack bar, was staring at us. “I’m not using them deliberately,” I said. I tried to ignore a stabbing feeling at the base of my knee. “Anyway, the woman is married to a doctor who spends all his time hovering over her and making her rest in a yellow room. Whenever she looks at the wallpaper—”

“You don’t have to tell me the end,” CeeCee said. She caught a dead bug in her hands and threw it out of the pool. “I read that part already.”

Wallis shuffled past the pool’s main entrance, still outside the fence, head down and reading. She didn’t stop to buy a ticket or a summer pass.

“So you read the end but not the beginning?”

“Yeah. There are a couple of lines in the last few pages that made me laugh.”

I tried to imagine which parts of a story about a person losing her mind would be funny.

“Hang on.” CeeCee swam to the ladder and climbed out and flipped through the book. “Here it is. The ‘protagonist’ keeps telling her husband that she feels like crap but he doesn’t believe her. He calls her a ‘blessed little goose.’ And when she says she wants to get out of the yellow room because it’s making her sick”—CeeCee tossed the book back onto her chair—“her husband says, ‘Bless her little heart. She shall be as sick as she pleases.’ ”

I pulled myself to the ladder and got out, feeling thousands of drops of water chatter and prickle against my skin. The cement cooked my feet.

“ ‘She shall be as sick as she pleases,’ ” CeeCee sang. “You don’t think that’s hilarious?”

I shrugged. Having done nothing all day, I was exhausted. Lying down on the plastic slats of my recliner, I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the scene from above: a flat green park, a silver fence with one scrawny girl positioned outside it, and set in the center, like a gaudy gem in a ring, the shimmering turquoise body of the pool.

I listened to the whap-ap-ap-ap-ap of the diving board. “This heat could kill a person,” I said.

“Blessed little goose,” CeeCee said. “I wonder who it will be.”

[image: ]

2. METAPHOR and SIMILE: A metaphor is a fancy way of describing something by comparing it to something else. Instead of saying, “He has bad breath,” you could say, “His mouth is a fiery pit of odorous garbage.” A simile is the same thing but you use like or as. So you would say, “His mouth is like a fiery pit of odorous garbage.”

“How would you describe me?” I asked. “If we weren’t related.”

It was Sunday, our first book club day, and my mother and I were in the front yard, weeding the lawn. This was a completely pointless activity: my mother refused to use pesticides, so most of what was green in the lawn needed pulling.

“How would I describe you to whom?” my mother asked. My mother is the sort of person who uses the word whom. She teaches English to immigrants, mostly adults.

“You answered my question with a question,” I said, “which probably means you’re stalling for time. Which means you think I’m not describable.”

“Would that be good or bad, if you were indescribable?” My mother tossed a dandelion into the plastic bucket between us. I was in charge of removing tangled networks of creeping Charlie with a tool that looked like a witch’s hand, while my mother was extracting—with a big two-pronged metal fork—the rat-tail roots of dandelions.

“Probably bad,” I said, remembering my conversation at the pool with CeeCee. “Other people can be described.” I thought about a phrase I had read somewhere—“neither fish nor fowl.” That sounds like me.

“If you want a description,” my mother said, “I’d be happy to describe you.”

“Okay,” I said.

My mother moved on to a new crop of weeds. “I’d definitely describe you as imaginative,” she said. “A little absentminded. And certainly impressionable.”

“What do you mean, ‘impressionable’?”

“Impressionable means … susceptible. Open to influence,” my mother said.

“I know what the word means,” I told her.

She sat back on her heels. “When you were younger you used to act out parts from the books you liked. Do you remember? For weeks you followed me around and finger-spelled into my hands because you were pretending to be Helen Keller.”

“That makes me sound like an idiot,” I said. But I remembered the Helen Keller phase. And I suddenly wanted to shut my eyes and put on a pair of sound-canceling headphones and plunge my hand in a stream of cool W-A-T-E-R.

“And I think you’re amusing and good-natured—most of the time,” my mother said. “You’re fairly independent. Easygoing. How’s that?”

“That’s it?” I asked. “Impressionable? Easygoing?” She might as well have looked up bland in a thesaurus. Easygoing described the interchangeable roster of strangers who delivered our mail.

“How would you characterize yourself?” my mother said. She plunged her metal fork into the ground.

This was the same question CeeCee had asked me. It reminded me of my discovery, a few years earlier, that at the beginning of a lot of books, there’s a Library of Congress classification. It might say World War II, biography or Elephants, fiction. It made me wish that the Librarian of Congress, whoever he was, would make some categories like that for me:


Haus, Adrienne. 1. People with knee ailments—Biography. 2. Bored fifteen-year-old Delawareans—Nonfiction. 3. People without hobbies who have only one friend, and that friend is away for the summer. 4. People who have never met their fathers.



But I seemed to be a person without a category. I was impressionable. Easily molded, average, shapeless. When I opened my closet door in the morning and looked in the mirror, I almost expected to see a paramecium wearing a wig. Who are you supposed to be?

“Do you think I should part my hair on the other side?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” my mother said. “Would that make you look different?”

“It might.” I had a low and irregular forehead. Even Liz had once told me I had the hairline of an australopithecine. I swept my bangs from right to left, but they immediately flopped back into place as if to say, Don’t joke around; we live over here.

My mother wiped the sweat from her neck. It was hot again. Every day it was hot, as if the weather had been imported from a place where people sewed palm leaves together and used them for clothing. “How’s your knee?” she asked. “Have you been doing your physical therapy?”

“Yes, on land and at sea,” I said. “I walked through the pool the other day. It was very exciting.”

My mother sighed. “I’m sorry you couldn’t go on your canoe trip. I’ve probably said that already. I know it’s a terrible disappointment.”

Of course she was right. It was a disappointment. But it occurred to me, maybe because she’d mentioned it several times, that my mother was at least as disappointed as I was. She had bought me a new sleeping bag and a backpack and hiking boots (she had managed to return everything except the boots) and had been looking forward to seeing me off for the entire summer. She had probably imagined that after forty days of wilderness adventure (followed by a week at Liz’s grandparents’ farm in Minnesota) I was going to return to West New Hope fit and decisive, like Ernest Shackleton or Admiral Peary. My mother believed in goals and projects and self-improvement. She might have thought the trip would improve me. She might have wanted me to be improved.

I adjusted my brace. Maybe CeeCee was right about the smell. I detected a subtle mix of eggshell and roadkill and pee.

“What time are they coming tonight?” I asked.

“Seven-thirty. Did you finish the book?”

“Twice,” I said. “It was only around thirty pages.”

I don’t know why I should write this, wrote the woman in the yellow room. I don’t want to. I don’t feel able.

Feeling limp, I lay down on the lawn. “Just so you’re warned ahead of time,” I said, “this book club is probably going to be a disaster.”

“Why’s that?” My mother speared another dandelion.

“Because, first of all, fifteen is too old to be in a mother-daughter book club. Second of all, the thing about books? They’re made for one person at a time. That’s why they’re small. You can hold them in your hand. Movies are made for groups of people. It’s a different thing.”

My mother thanked me for this explanation and said that we didn’t have to read simultaneously; the book club was based, instead, on discussion.

“And third of all,” I said, “Wallis and Jill and CeeCee and I are too different. We’re not the same types of people.”

“Wouldn’t that make the meetings more interesting?” my mother asked.

“Actually, no.” I rolled onto my stomach. Deep in the grass, a group of caramel-colored ants was migrating from one ant village to another, probably carrying ant-sized tables, chairs, dishes, pillows, and lamps into their tiny homes. “You’d have to be sentenced to high school all over again to understand it,” I said, “but you can’t force people my age to talk to each other. Bad things will happen.”

“Why are you staring at the ground like that?” my mother asked. She tugged the bucket of weeds across one of the anthills, wiping out half a civilization. “The book club’s not permanent,” she said. “It’s just for the summer—once a week—and it’ll give you a chance to widen your social circle.”

This was my mother’s tactful way of pointing out that, since Liz was in Canada and every other able-bodied person in town was gainfully employed, I would probably be spending most of my summer alone. Liz and I had been best friends for six years. She had earned my eternal affection at the end of fourth grade by intercepting a series of scribbled insults directed toward me by Billy Secor. She had opened the crumpled sheet of paper and read it, then put the entire thing in her mouth and chewed and swallowed it, saying only that Billy had spelled retarded “redarded.”

“People my age don’t have ‘social circles.’ ” I sat up, hauling my leg behind me like a suitcase. “And I don’t want to have ‘story time’ with these other girls. I barely know them.”

“You’ll get to know them,” my mother said. “That’s what happens when you spend time with people. It’s good to be social.”

“Hm,” I said. I watched as the neighbors’ cat, Mr. Finkle, his orange belly nearly touching the ground, carried a chipmunk along the sidewalk in his yellow teeth. The chipmunk was obviously dead, and Mr. Finkle, swaying side to side, somehow managed to look mournful about it. He ambled slowly across the sidewalk, our local Charon, a furry ferryboat king.

“Are you weeding or daydreaming over there?” my mother asked.

I pulled up a cluster of creeping Charlie as thick as a bath mat and threw it, Frisbee-style, into the bucket. I felt sticky and restless. There is something absent in me, I thought. Something incomplete. Even my mother couldn’t describe me. There was something empty in me that in other people was full.

“Do you think it screwed me up that I never met my father?” I asked.

My mother stopped weeding and turned to face me. “Where did that come from? Do you think you’re screwed up?”

“Not necessarily,” I said. A beetle crawled toward me, its blue-gray body like a metal toy lost in the grass. “But maybe that’s why I’m not describable. I never met my father but I might take after him. Maybe it’s his fault that I’m clumsy and average and boring and bland.”

“I didn’t realize that you were clumsy and average and boring and bland,” my mother said.

Mr. Finkle tenderly positioned the departed chipmunk on a bed of grass in the shade of the house. His usual pattern was to devour the body, then deposit the head—with its terrified milky-white eyeballs—next to the driver’s-side door of my mother’s car.

“Do you think I’d have turned out different if I had two parents?” I asked.

“Of course you would have. And you’d have turned out differently if you had three parents. Is there a reason you’re bringing this up? Something you want to ask?”

We hadn’t talked about my nonexistent father for a while. My mother had always been honest about him. If he’d known about me, she always said, he would have loved me. But my mother had no idea where he lived and didn’t know his last name. When I got older and asked her more specific questions, she told me that her (very brief) relationship with my father was “consensual”—but that he wasn’t a boyfriend. She also assured me that I wasn’t an “accident.” She was twenty-eight when I was born. “And if I had decided I didn’t want a baby, you wouldn’t be here,” she said.

I cleaned some dirt from my fingernails. My mother’s policy about father-related questions was clear and consistent: she would answer any question at all, at any time—but she would not over answer. I suspected she had taken this question-and-answer idea from a parenting book.

“It’s not like I spend a lot of time thinking about him,” I said.

My mother was waiting, but I wasn’t sure what to ask her. When I was little, I mainly wanted to know what my father looked like. Given my own indefinite shape, I wanted to know if he was fat. (She said he wasn’t.) For a while I pictured him as Professor Bhaer from Little Women: a roundish, full-bearded man whose pockets had holes in them. Later, I imagined him as Herman E. Calloway from Bud, Not Buddy, and then as Sergeant Flannigan from Mrs. Mike.

My mother shaded her eyes. “What’s that cat doing over there? He’d better not be heading toward my car.”

“He is,” I said. “And he’s got a severed head in his mouth. He wants you to add it to the collection.” Mr. Finkle glanced sadly toward us, then meandered across the driveway, clasping his prize. “What if it turns out I’m related to a psychopath?” I asked. “Or a serial killer?”

My mother seemed to consider this possibility. “Do you feel you have psychopathic blood in your veins?”

I looked down at my forearms, where a couple of bluish veins were visible. “I don’t have the energy to be a murderer,” I said.

“And you feel queasy at the sight of blood,” my mother added. “Which would be a deterrent.”

I picked up the witch’s hand again. “I just want to be … interesting,” I said. “And don’t tell me you think I’m interesting. That doesn’t count. You have to be interested in me, because you’re my mother.”

“What? I’m sorry,” my mother said. “Did you say something? I might have dozed off.”

“Ha ha,” I said. “I’m trying to have a serious conversation here. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m almost an adult.” I paused. “If you died—if you were hit by a bus—would I still have to live with Aunt Beatrice?”

Aunt Beatrice was my mother’s sister, who lived in Atlanta.

“I suppose, now that you’re ‘almost an adult,’ you’d have the option of moving in with Liz,” my mother said. “We could talk to her parents.”

“Okay.” I scratched at the ground with the witch’s fingers. “That would probably be better: you don’t get along all that well with Aunt Beatrice.”

“I wouldn’t have to get along with her. I’d be squashed by the bus, remember?” She tapped the back of my wrist. “You don’t need to claw at the ground like that.”

“Oh. Sorry.” I looked at the patch of earth between us: it was nearly bare, with narrow fingermarks streaking the dirt.

My mother went back to her dandelions. “Is there anything else you want to ask, while we’re having our Serious Adult Conversation?”

Several questions jostled for position in my brain.


    1) Why did my mother always answer my questions with a question?

    2) Why did I feel like half a person sometimes?

    3) What kind of wacky nine-year-old liked to pretend to be Helen Keller?



“What other books are we going to read?” I asked. “I mean, in this book club.”

“We’ll have to choose from Ms. Radcliffe’s list,” my mother said. “Maybe we should stick to books by women. That would narrow it down.”

The tiny, fictional Ms. Radcliffe who lived in my brain snapped her metal ruler. “Are we almost done out here?” I asked. Our lawn was small, but we seemed to have weeded only about two percent of it.

“Five more minutes,” my mother said. “And I think you should give this book club a chance. What terrible things could possibly happen just because a group of mothers and daughters decided to get together to talk about books?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said.

Mr. Finkle’s golden hindquarters flashed in the bushes.

“It’s good to interact with people you wouldn’t ordinarily talk to, and read books you wouldn’t ordinarily read. Be open-minded. Be willing to experiment. That’s my advice.” My mother wiped her forehead and said it was impossible that the entire summer was going to be this hot.

She was wrong about the heat.

And she would come to regret her advice to me as well.

[image: ]

3. CHARACTERS: The people in a novel or story. In this essay I guess the main characters are CeeCee and Jill and Wallis and me. And maybe my mother, who would be offended if I left her out.

Unlike CeeCee, who didn’t seem to enjoy reading, Jill D’Amato was the sort of person you’d expect to find in a book club. At school she was the queen of extra-curriculars: the catcher on the softball team, the assistant editor of the yearbook, a member of Debate Club (I had heard her give an animal rights presentation in the school cafeteria), and apparently a fan of country music. Even when she was obviously wrong, Jill assumed she was right. When she and her mother showed up for book club fifteen minutes earlier than anyone else, Jill insisted that my mother and I had made a mistake about the time. “It was definitely seven-fifteen,” she said.

Then she followed me into the kitchen and gave me a Coming Attractions summary of the rest of her life, which was all planned out: she would go to the University of Delaware for college, join a sorority, and become a nurse. After she graduated, she was going to adopt a greyhound, and she wasn’t going to get married until she’d had a good job for at least two years.

Jill had a way of inhaling before she talked, sucking the air through her nose. “Nursing is a great profession,” she said while I searched for a can of lemonade. “You don’t have to work in a hospital. You can do home care or private practice, or you can work in a nursing home or do research. There are a lot of different possibilities.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it all worked out.” I burrowed into the freezer—a wasteland of shattered pie shells, half-empty ice cream containers, runaway coffee beans, and ancient hamburgers dressed up in thick frosted jackets. “But why don’t you want to be a doctor?”

She inhaled through her nostrils. “Why would I want to be a doctor?”

“I don’t know. Because they make more money?” I plucked a can of frozen pink lemonade from underneath a package of peas. “It seems kind of weird that you’ve already made those kinds of decisions.”

“I don’t think it’s weird,” Jill said. “What do you want to be?”

“I don’t know.” I remembered the rhyme my mother used to recite when I was little: Rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief; doctor, lawyer, Indian chief. Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, gentleman, apothecary—out go you. But wasn’t that a rhyme about who you would marry? And what the heck was a tinker? “I definitely don’t want to be a nurse.”

Jill tossed an ice cube into the pink cave of her mouth. I could tell she was irritated with me; but she didn’t have to listen to the air whistling into my nose. “I’ve been wondering why you invited me here,” she said.

“I didn’t invite you.” I rinsed out a pitcher; there were several dead fruit flies inside it. “No offense,” I said. “I didn’t invite anyone.” Remembering my mother’s advice about being open-minded and friendly, I shared my current theory: that we might as well have started a reading group with the Virgin Mary, Abraham Lincoln, Oprah Winfrey, and Genghis Khan.

“Okay. Then I know who Genghis is,” Jill said. “I saw her this afternoon coming out of the drugstore, wearing a tiny white skirt and yellow sandals. You were at the pool with her. What do you think she weighs?”

“You want to know what CeeCee weighs?” I asked. “I haven’t weighed her.”

“Probably one-oh-five. I’m good at estimating,” Jill said. “I weigh one thirty-five. You probably weigh, what: one fifty? One fifty-five?”

I looked at the clock: Only two more hours, I thought, and this first unfortunate evening will be over.

Jill tossed another ice cube into her mouth. Her face was round and tan and smooth, her skin the color of a light brown egg. “What I heard about CeeCee,” she said, “in case you’re interested, is that her parents have forced her to be in the book club. Which means you and Wallis and I are her punishment.”

“That’s a nice way of looking at it,” I said. “We’re like a penal colony, with books.”

Jill pulled her thick black hair into a ponytail. “I’m just agreeing with what you said earlier. We’re not a typical group. Wallis is a miniature prodigy, and I’m into sports, and you—” Jill looked me quickly up and down. “You’ve screwed up your leg or whatever. But CeeCee’s different. She’s …”

“What?” I dumped the lemonade—plop—into the plastic pitcher.

“I’m trying to think of the word,” Jill said. “Ominous? I’ve been doing flash cards, getting ready for the PSAT. Are you going to sign up for the SAT prep class this fall?”

“I don’t think you can use ominous for people,” I said. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“It makes sense for CeeCee,” Jill said.

The doorbell rang.

“Adrienne, would you get that?” my mother called.

“Hang on,” I yelled. I mixed the lemonade with water.

Jill lingered next to me at the sink. “Why do you think CeeCee was hanging out with you at the pool?”

“It was only for a couple of hours,” I said. Was the idea of someone spending time with me suspicious?

The doorbell rang again: ba-DANG-ba-DUM. “Adrienne?” my mother called.

“Go ahead. It’s probably her,” Jill said. “My theory? CeeCee thinks you’re going to be easy to push around.”

Because my mother didn’t believe in using the air conditioner even though we had one, the first meeting of the Mother-Daughter Literary Punishment Group was held out on the porch. Our house was small: two narrow bedrooms, a kitchen, a TV room/den, and a long book-filled hallway my mother referred to as “the cattle chute.” The screen porch, surrounded by lilacs that shaded and perfumed it, was the only space we had for “entertaining.” It stuck out from the back of our little blue house like an after thought.

Jill’s mother, Glory, who had a bubbly, exaggerated way of speaking, was effervescing about the snacks my mother had assembled: a plate of celery and carrots, some warped-looking breadsticks, and a sagging block of cheese that smelled like the inside of a sweat-stained shoe.

“We’re waiting for two more people,” my mother said. She asked if anyone had read anything interesting lately.

Jill had just read The Lovely Bones. Her mother had read something frightening (she couldn’t remember the title) by Stephen King. CeeCee’s mother, Dana, who looked like an older and more expensive version of CeeCee, was halfway through Darwin’s On the Origin of Species—because that was what CeeCee had told her the book club had decided to read.

My mother said that no matter which books we chose, she could probably find copies for us at the community college library because of her job.

I put Ms. Radcliffe’s list on the table, next to the cheese. Judging from the number of books she listed as “college preparatory—highly recommended,” she was going to work us hard all year. Still, I thought, she would have to be better than Mrs. Dierks, the other English 11 teacher. Mrs. Dierks was famous for keeping a cot and a pillow in her classroom, because (she claimed) her students’ opinions exhausted her to the point where she had to lie down.

The first embarrassing moment of the book club: my mother felt inspired to make a speech about my literary habits. “Adrienne doesn’t read fast,” she said. “But she truly immerses herself in a book.”

“That’s right. I read deep,” I said. Then I looked at my mother. Please don’t tell them about Helen Keller.

“CeeCee used to read almost every day when she was younger.” CeeCee’s mother, a collection of thick gold bracelets clinking gracefully around one of her wrists, reached for my copy of “The Yellow Wallpaper.” “I used to take her to the library once a week and get her a big stack of books. But even in elementary school her social life began to take the place of reading. I suppose that happens.”

CeeCee had been adjusting the speed on a portable fan with her toes. But as soon as her mother spoke, she went still, as if a tiny electric current had run up her spine. “I hate it when you do that,” she said.

Jill’s mother smiled and said she hadn’t heard of some of the books on the list. Where was Little Women? Where were Sounder and Where the Red Fern Grows?

“You hate it when I do what?” CeeCee’s mother asked.

“When you talk about me like I’m not even here.” CeeCee reached for the carrots. “Or like I’m some kind of pet.”

Her mother brushed a crumb from her lap, sending a cascade of bracelets tinkling down the length of her arm. “A pet?” she asked.

“You start talking to somebody else’s parent, and then you point at me”—CeeCee gestured toward her mother with a carrot stick—“and you say, ‘We’re having such trouble with ours these days. Just look at her over there: she’s such a problem. I wish she wouldn’t poop in the yard.’ ”

“I didn’t know you were pooping in the yard,” her mother said. “You should have told me.”

“Mine’s acting surly today,” CeeCee went on. “And she doesn’t eat. I think she’s bulimic.” She chewed up a carrot, then opened her mouth and caught the slimy orange debris in a napkin. She turned to Jill’s mother, who seemed both confused and fascinated, as if she were watching a play and had begun to realize she was in the wrong theater.

“Does yours do that?” CeeCee asked.

Behind them, the screen door creaked open. Wallis had crossed the sea of dry grass at the back of the house, and stood on the bristly welcome mat with a sleeve of crackers in her hand. “I’m here for the book club,” she said.

The six of us turned toward her. Wallis wore thick black plastic glasses and a button-down shirt and loose khaki shorts like an archaeologist’s. She had a buzzing monotone of a voice, scratchy and low. If a bear could be trained to talk, I thought, it would sound like Wallis.

My mother opened the door and thanked her for the crackers.

“My mother couldn’t come tonight,” Wallis said, stepping onto the porch. “She’s working on something and said we should go ahead without her. She sends regrets.” Wallis blinked and looked at each of us, her face washed clean of all human expression, and then sat next to me. She clutched a library copy of “The Yellow Wallpaper” in her hands.

Our order of business: to discuss book number one, which every student in Ms. Radcliffe’s class had to read, and then decide—in consultation with the AP English list—on our next four choices.

“Whatever we decide to read should be short,” Jill said. “Some of us are working this summer. At least one of us is.”

Jill’s mother added that it was important that we consider diversity.

We all looked at Jill. She was adopted and Chinese; her parents were white.

My mother suggested that we could narrow our choices by limiting ourselves to books written by women. “Pride and Prejudice is on the list,” she said.

Wallis asked whether we were limiting ourselves to novels or if we could also include nonfiction.

“I always loved Black Beauty,” Jill’s mother gushed.

“Animal cruelty is always inspiring,” CeeCee agreed. “But I don’t think Black Beauty counts as nonfiction, unless the horse wrote it.”

My mother suggested Pride and Prejudice again.

“You’ve already read that,” I said. “You’ve probably read it a dozen times.” My mother was obsessed with Jane Austen. Only a few hundred years kept her and Jane from being friends.

Finally we decided that, based on the list, each of us would write down the titles of four different books—written by women—that we wanted to read.

In the meantime, in an effort to discuss “The Yellow Wallpaper,” we veered into a meandering conversation about Vincent van Gogh and his missing ear, then listened to Jill tell a story (she claimed it was true) about a woman with some sort of dream disorder who had chewed through a wooden bedpost in her sleep.

Anyone who gnawed through a wooden bedpost, CeeCee said, probably deserved to be locked in a yellow room.

“Adrienne?” Jill’s mother asked. “You’ve been quiet over there. What did you think of the book?”

I looked at the paperback in my hand. I found it almost impossible, after I’d just finished reading a book, to formulate an opinion about it. To me, a recently read novel was like a miniature planet: only a few hours earlier I had been breathing its air and living contentedly among its people—and now I was expected to pronounce a judgment about its worth? What was there to say? I enjoyed that planet. I believe that planet and its inhabitants are very worthwhile.

“I liked it,” I said. “It was good.”

“That’s it?” My mother passed me the crackers.

“I thought the story was about claustrophobia,” Wallis said. “All the characters are trapped. They’re limited by the perspectives they were born with. Even the husband.”

“The husband’s a total creep,” Jill said.

Frowning, Wallis examined a stalk of celery. I was going to have trouble not thinking about her as a little brown cub. “He thinks he’s being good to his wife,” she growled. “He thinks he loves her. But he can’t see beyond the conventions of his time.”

The three mothers were nodding. In another hour, I thought, everyone would be gone, and I could be in bed eating an ice cream sandwich.

“It is no use, young man,” CeeCee said, tossing her hair. “You can’t open it.”

“I beg your pardon?” her mother asked.

“That’s what the wife tells her husband.” CeeCee nudged the fan with her foot. “You should try to keep up with the reading next time.”

“ ‘It is no use, young man,’ ” Wallis echoed.

I stared at CeeCee.

“It’s at the very end,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “The wife is telling her husband that he can’t open her bedroom door because it’s locked. Of course there are multiple interpretations. She’s saying that he can’t understand her—he can’t open her mind. And she’s obviously talking about sex, too, which they probably aren’t having anymore because of her little breakdown. She’s closed herself up in her yellow room, or maybe her womb, and now she’s telling him he can’t come in. She won’t let him knock down her personal entryway and—”

“I think everyone has finished writing down suggestions,” Jill’s mother said. “Should we see what they are?”

CeeCee stood up. “It must be time for a bathroom break,” she said.

Like an old-fashioned butler in a mansion, I said I’d show her the way. Jill stood up as if attached to us by a string, and a minute later the three of us were bumbling into the bathroom, Jill nudging us from behind and then closing the door.

“Okay, what was that about?” Jill asked. “Were you making fun of my mother?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t think I needed to,” CeeCee said. She sat on the counter next to the sink, swinging her pedicured feet back and forth. “This is going well so far, isn’t it? Our first meeting? My sister gave me the lowdown on the book; she had to read it in college. I might have read it myself but it sounded slow.”

“How inconvenient for you,” Jill said. “First you have to be in a book club; then you’re expected to read the books.”

“I know. It sucks.” CeeCee opened the medicine chest and examined the contents of its sticky shelves: a bottle of aspirin, a package of bandages, a wrinkled sponge, some cleanser, a box of stomach meds, a thermometer, a lipstick, a container of baby powder, a toothbrush missing most of its bristles, and a plastic jar full of safety pins.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

“Just browsing,” she said. “What did you and Jill talk about before I got here? Have you told her about your missing dad?”

“He isn’t ‘missing,’ ” I said, glancing at Jill. “He’s just … not around.”

CeeCee unscrewed the lid on a plastic jar and peered inside. “Absent, missing, whatever,” she said. “If I were you, which I’m obviously not, I would be curious. I’d want to know where fifty percent of my cells were from.”

Jill pulled back the curtain in front of the window, which looked onto the porch. “I wonder if it’s too late to switch to regular English.”

There was a knock at the door. “Hello? Is this the bathroom?” It was Wallis. She stood on the threshold when Jill opened the door. “They sent me to find you,” she said. “Why are you meeting in here?”

“The best book clubs always meet in bathrooms,” CeeCee said as Jill and I shuffled aside to make room.

Wallis scratched at a scaly patch of skin on her leg and glanced quickly at each of us. “There were only four books that got more than one vote,” she announced. She seemed to be speaking to the towel rack behind me.

CeeCee closed the bathroom door with her foot. “Before we get caught up in business details,” she said, “I need to ask you a question, Wallis. Why are you not shaving your armpits?”

Wallis lifted one arm as if to check beneath it. “In most of the world, the women don’t shave,” she said. The hair under her arms was a thick black tangle, as if twin dark animals had crawled up there to die.

“Is this meeting over yet?” Jill asked.

I told Wallis to hurry up and let us know which books we were going to read.

CeeCee said she was hoping for The Kama Sutra, The Joy of Sex, and Your Difficult Teen.

Wallis cleared her throat. “The books are Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley; The Left Hand of Darkness, by Ursula Le Guin; The House on Mango Street, by Sandra Cisneros; and The Awakening, by Kate Chopin.”

Frankenstein was the only one I had heard of. “The mothers must have voted together,” I said. “They probably cheated.”

Through the open window overlooking the porch, CeeCee and Jill and I heard our mothers starting to laugh. The sound was high-pitched, sharp, and female; it made me wonder whether people consciously changed the way they laughed as they grew up, whether a switch in their heads made them shift from teenage snickering to what my friend Liz called martini laughs.

Jill filled a paper cup with water. “What do you think they’re talking about?” she asked.

“Us,” I said.

“Definitely,” CeeCee agreed. “That’s the whole idea behind this book club. They’ve arranged for us to read the same books they’re reading so we can think their thoughts and start living their lives. They want us to turn into them.”

Jill muttered something about conspiracy theories, but I thought CeeCee might have a point. Sometimes I imagined that growing older meant that, at twenty-five or thirty, I’d be forced to weave my own awful cocoon and climb inside it, emerging several years later wearing ill-fitting pants and yammering on about the price of gas and milk. “The Mother-Daughter Book Club and Conspiracy League,” I said.

More laughter filtered through the window.

“That’s a good idea. We need a title—a name for our book club,” CeeCee said.

“Titles are hard.” Wallis scratched the rash on her leg.

“What about The Literary Enslavement Society of West No Hope?” CeeCee asked.

“Catchy,” said Jill.

I suggested The Involuntary Book Bondage Guild.

After exchanging a few more title ideas we went back to the porch, where someone had switched on the overhead light. Outside the screens, fireflies were puncturing the night with their yellow bodies. To them, we might have looked like a collection of oversized creatures in a very large jar.

Wallis picked up the crackers she had brought. We confirmed our next meeting.

“I wish your mother had been able to be here.” Jill’s mother patted Wallis on the shoulder. “I don’t think I’ve met her. What sort of project is she working on?”

“A book. It’s about philosophy. My mother is a philosopher,” Wallis said. The lenses of her glasses were covered with specks.

“I thought philosophers were extinct,” I said.

Jill asked Wallis if we could read her mother’s book.

But Wallis said the book wasn’t intended for people like us. We wouldn’t be able to understand it. It was only for other philosophy professors to read.

There was an awkward pause.

“Well, this is very exciting!” Jill’s mother beamed. “We’re like characters in a book ourselves. We were almost strangers to each other a few hours ago, but now here we are, getting ready for something to happen. For the plot to begin!”

“Mom? It’s time to go,” Jill said.

My mother asked Wallis if she wanted someone to drive her home. Where did she live?

Wallis opened the screen door, letting several moths flutter in. “Weller Road,” she growled. “Past the tower.”

“Past the old water tower?” CeeCee’s mother looked surprised. “I didn’t think anyone lived out there.”

“We’re renting,” Wallis said. “I don’t need a ride.” She pushed through the door and headed into the dusk beneath the trees.

CeeCee raised an eyebrow in my direction. “There’s a plot waiting to happen. Don’t you think so, A?” From that moment on, all summer, she called me A.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 
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